














thoughtful, polite neighbors, they could not
be expected to watch their words or lower
their voices because I might hear them.

The rules for living on the river were
taught me as soon as I was old enough to
understand them. As a small child, I had
to curb my urge to run. Wild playing and
dashing about anywhere aboard the fleet
were heartily frowned upon. I was trained
to look and to think before I took a step,
and eventually I Jearned to move about with
a practiced ease that was as involuntary
and natural as breathing. When that time
came, Father felt free to take me with him
to look over the work at the dam, even
though it was a dangerous place, with the
water rushing wildly around the finished
end of the dam and sweeping like a mill-
race under the barges.

It would seem that I would have been
taught to swim before anything else, but 1
never pot beyond the beginner’s stage.
Beaches were infrequent and usually treach-
erous. Father seldom bad time to explore
every foot of them — as would have been
necessary for safe swimming. My bathing
outfit was the cut off top of a dress worn
under bib overalls, which were shortened
to the knees, and T did more sinking than
swimming as my clothes became water-
logged. This combination of difficulties
dampened my desire to learn, and I con-
centrated instead on staying safely on top
of the water. In ry nineteen summers on
the river I fell overboard only once.

I often helped the watchman in his daily
chores of cleaning the lanterns and lamps,
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and cutting firewood with the two-handled
crosscut saw, but to my disappointment I
was definitely barred from the job of bed-
bug eradication. This was done twice a
month—or more often if necessary —
when some old pans would be filled with
sulphur and set to burn and smolder
throughout the day in the tightly closed
upper cabin of No. 1. It always seemed to
me that it would be as hard on the men as
on the bedbugs until the big room was com-
pletely aired out again.

Our “company store,” or commissary, was
a fascinating place to a child. My appren-
ticeship there started at an early age, when
I first was allowed to burrow into the boxes
which held the bars of Fels Naphtha, Ivory,
or Packer’s Tar soap and hand them, one by
one, to the clerk as he piled them on the
shelf. Next [ was allowed to do the piling
and arranging by myself, and finally came
the time when I was the clerk’s assistant.
By then T was selling every item — weigh-
ing coffee, tea, and dried fruits as I filled
the orders of the brush contractors —and
making entries in the account books.

When you went in the door of the com-
missary, the clothing section was to your
left and the tobacco, soaps, and foods to
your right. The rear wall was lined with
shelves, and heavy tables stood along the
sides. Clothing was Jaid out on a table near
the left wall, work pants and shirts piled
neatly, according to size. The heavy work
shoes in their oversized boxes were set on
the shelves at the same side of the room.
There, also, were the Iong-legged drawers,
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made of heavy, coarse cotton, and under-
shirts of the same material. A box each of
red and blue bandana handkerchiefs and
a large bundle of heavy-duty shoelaces com-
pleted the stock of clothing, except for one
incongruous item on the very top shelf.
This was an assortment of sporty, brightly
figured dress shirts with separate collars of
the same material and pattern. The few
men who bought these shirts wore them
without the collars. Perhaps it was because
they found collars too uncomfortable, but
I think the main reason was that they did
not own the button which was needed to
keep the band closed and the collar at-
tached. Most of the time they even refused
to take them when they bought a shirt, so
the clerk was left with an accumulation of
shirtless collars, which Mother eventually
pieced together into an attractive quilt.

Chewing tobacco was great fun to sell.
Since the men seldom bought more than
a plug of it at a time, each plug had to be
cut from a strip, or slab. Lining up the blade
of the cutter with the indentation on the
slab, you pushed down on the handle. A
perfect square of tobacco resulted. You also
released a most pleasing molasses-like
aroma. I had, however, a deeper interest in
these squares of tobacco than the mere fun
of working the cutter. Pressed into each
square, or plug, was a little tin tag — a mini-
ature horseshoe on the Horseshoe brand,
and a little star on the Star brand — which
had a trade-in value like present-day trad-
ing stamps. The men, having no use for the
tags, gave them to me generously. I col-
lected enough to keep me in fishing tackle,
to get a catcher’s mitt, and even to acquire
a rubber-lined fur Jap robe for use when
I drove my horse in Fountain City during
the winter.

WHEN EXTENSIVE rains caused the river
to rise above a certain stage, it was impos-
sible to do any work on dams or shore pro-
tection. There would then be an indefinite
and irksome “lay-up” period, during which
the only men kept on the payroll were the
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watchman, one cook, the ship’s carpenter,
the clerk, the two or three “steadies” who
came back year after year and stayed
through the season, and sometimes the engi-
neer of No. 1 building boat and the two fore-
men. There always was some repair work
for these men to do.

While high water kept the fleet in idle-
ness, Father would often take a short-term
towing contract for the “Percy,” so that
she, at least, could be earning her keep. One
summer Father, Mother, and I lived aboard
the steamboat when she was towing wood
for a few weeks. With Grandfather Kirch-
ner in Fountain City and the pilot at home
with his family, Father was both captain
and pilot. I had a wonderful time helping
him in the pilothouse and getting lessons in
handling the boat. He was a good teacher —
calm and patient. At first he kept his hands
on the wheel, but eventually he just stood
at my side and then, occasionally, went to
sit on the bench at the rear of the pilothouse.
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I never expected, though, that he would
leave me all alone as he did one day.

He had checked more carefully than
usual my knowledge of the channel at this
point—a fact which surprised me, for it
was an easy spot and one which we passed
often on this run. I was even more surprised
when, apparently satisfied that it would be
safe for me to take over, he walked out of
the pilothouse and down to the main deck.
I am sure that he watched our progress
from there, but I was not aware of it. I felt
the thrill of sole responsibility for the puft-
ing, vibrating “Percy.” My eyes watched
the approaching buoy and judged the safe
distance from the end of the dam which it
marked. It was my hands, feeling warm and
wondertul on the big wheel, that turned the
bow of the boat gently toward the far shore
until my eyes could line up the jack staff
with the diamond board standing there, its
whiteness making it easy to see against the
green willows. Though the magic moment
lasted no longer than, perhaps, ten minutes,
the deep thrill of it and the good feeling of
handling the wheel come brightly to life in
my memories.

DURING MY TIME on the Mississippi
there was still considerable activity on the
upper river. The side-wheel packets “Quin-
cy,” “St. Paul,” and “Morning Star,” and the
big stern-wheeler “Dubuque,” carried pas-
sengers and freight on regular schedules

between St. Louis and St. Paul. Boats like
the “Helen Blair” and the “Silver Crescent,”
which were stern-wheelers and about the
size of the “Percy,” operated in smaller dis-
tricts where they made a round trip every
two days. The small, side-wheel steamer
“Robert Harris,” and, in later years, the
steamer “Ideal,” which carried passengers
and freight the seven or eight miles between
Fountain City and Winona, were among
many such boats which gave daily service
between towns.

Beautiful excursion boats of the time
included the “J.S.” the “Columbia,” the
“W.W.,” (which had to carry a barge along-
side because it was so top-heavy), and
the “Capital.” Many smaller boats took out
excursions near their home ports. Ferries
were an active transportation link between
across-the-river neighbors. Some were large
and luxurious, like the “Davenport,” which
ran between Rock Island, Illinois, and Dav-
enport, Jowa. Less pretentious ones, some
of them powered by horses on treadmills,
carried people and horse-drawn vehicles
between small towns or between towns and
farm communities.

These boats were like old friends to me
and to everyone aboard the fleet. It was
exciting to see them again at the beginning
of a summer on the river. I would try to
recognize the whistles; watch for a special
detail in the design of the smokestacks; or
look for some other particular characteristic,
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as a gilded eagle atop the pilothouse, which
would identify an oncoming steamer. Some-
times we knew what boat was scheduled to
be going up the river or down, but often
we could only make a guess. There was no
guesswork, though, as to whether she was a
stern-wheeler or a side-wheeler.

For as long as I can remember, I
have known that the sound made by a
sidewheeler differed from that of a stern-
wheeler. It had never occurred to me to
avalyze the difference until [ had to explain
to a friend how I could tell which was
which.

When you paid attention to it, the differ-
ence was easy to hear. The sound of a
stern-wheeler was steady —sort of a 1-2-3
thythm. With a side-wheeler, there was a
surge of sound as the wheels pounded the
water, then a short period in which only
the splashing and hissing of the water that
had been thrown up was noticeable. The
thythm of the side-wheeler was more like
a 1-2-3—4-5-6——1—92—3 count.

In the stern-wheeler, the power was ap-
plied without interruption, as first one arm
and then the other was pushed out of the
piston to turn the wheel. The wheels of
the side-wheeler worked independently.
One could be backed while the other came
ahead. I often have seen one of the huge
boats practically “turn on a dime” with this
maneuver. If, however, first one wheel and
then the other had been used in the forward
or backward motion, the boat would have
zigzagged through the water, like a skiff
being rowed first with one oar, then the
other. Thus when the boat was going ahead
or backing, the two arms, though working
independently, had to push their wheels
at the same time or as close to it as possible.
This was accompanied by an explosive burst
of noise from the exhaust pipes. As I remem-
ber the sound, it usually was a double
“whum-WHUM!” very, very close, but not
quite together. The tuming of the wheels
as the boat moved along brought the arms

ALL PICTURES used in this article were given
by Mrs. Hill to the Minnesota Historical Society.
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back, and the piston rods into the pistons.
This was the period of quiet after the force-
ful push.

The stern-wheelers waltzed over the
water, sometimes with a great hustle and
bustle, but seldom seeming unduly strained
by the effort. The side-wheelers, in contrast,
plodded along, snorting like prehistoric
monsters. The water thrown up by their
wheels cascaded from the wheelhousings
with a tremendous splashing and hissing.
These big, lumbering, yet beautiful boats
seemed grimly determined to get where
they were going.

With the beginning of river improvement
work, fleets of barges, building boats, and
quarter boats were added to the river scene.
The “David Tipton,” a government-owned
side-wheeler equipped with hoists and
tackle, often passed on her routine job of
removing snags and deadheads. With the
opening of navigation in the spring, the
“Tipton,” (previously the “General Bar-
nard”) and other boats like them, each
working a section of the river, replaced
buoys which had been picked up in the fall.
All through the summer they maintained
these, as well as the lights and the diamond
boards on shore. Sand bars were removed
by dipper dredges and in Jater years by hy-
draulic dredges which were owned and
operated by the government.

The coming of World War 1 brought to
a close this era in the history of Mississippi
River transportation. It also meant an end
to my days with the fleet. Whep, in the sum-
mer of 1917, I returned after my first year
away at college, my usual contentment with
the river life was not marred by any premo-
nition that the war could have a direct effect
on it. Father and Grandfather knew that
with our country involved in the conflict,
there would be no money available for fur-
ther river improvement work. They said
nothing, however, and when I left in Sep-
tember, I did not know that I would see the
fleet as a unit no longer, but only as separate
barges, quarter boats, the steamboat, the
launch — disappearing one by one as they
were sold. It was better not to have known.
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