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THE MONONGAHELA RIVER STEAMBOAT
INDUSTRY: California, 1852-1879

John Kent Folmar

The history of the steamboating industry on the Monongahela
River has yet to be told, although it flourished in Brownsville,

Elizabeth, Monongahela, Belle Vernon, and California for over
three decades in the nineteenth century. 1 Fortunately for posterity,
Dr. Henry D. Wilkins, a lifelong student of river history, compiled a
great deal of information relative to the boat building industry in the
California-Brownsville area. One of his favorite projects was the
accumulation of data about the boats built in California yards. 2

The ownership of the boatyards is rather sketchy, however.
When California was founded in 1849, the proprietors, as was
the custom in a potentially developing community, established a
sawmill. In July 1851, the sawmill was purchased by McFall and
Company, and the first boatyard, with two launchways, began oper-
ation on the site of the former Pennsylvania Railroad station (now
the California Public Library). 1 The hulls were usually constructed
and then taken to Brownsville or Pittsburgh for completion, that is,
for the installation of boilers, machinery, and piping.4 In October

John Kent Folmar, professor of history at California State College, re-
ceived his Ph.D. from the University of Alabama. He is editor of From
That Terrible Field: Civil War Letters of James M. Williams.

—
Editor

1 The definitive study of this topic, Louis C. Hunter, Steamboats on the
Western Rivers: An Economic and Technological History (1949. Reprint.
New York, 1969), does not deal with the Monongahela steamboat industry
except in a cursory manner. That generalization is also true of Richard T.
Wiley, Monongahela: The River and Its Region (Butler, Pa., 1937).

2 Dr. Wilkins practiced dentistry in Brownsville, Clarksville, and Cali-
fornia for many years. His grandfather and uncle were river captains. He was
a charter and active member of the Brownsville Historical Society. After his
death in 1975, his collection of historical river data and memorabilia was
deposited in the California State College Archives.

3 The first owners were William McFall, Jr., James Imlay, and St.
Clair Chrissinger. Ownership transfers and litigation information is in the
offices of the Recorder of Deeds and the Prothonotary, Washington County
Courthouse* Washington, Pa.

4 The fact that the hulls were usually, but not always completed else-
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1853, the yard was sold to Benjamin Coursin and Mark Sterling,
and in 1858, a new firm, Eberman and Company, took over.5 S. W.
Craft and John Lambert leased the yard in early 1865, and, in
March 1866, Eberman purchased the yard again. Eberman, McFall
and Company were the owners in 1879 when the yard ceased oper-
ations. By then the tracks of the Pittsburgh, Virginia and Charleston
Railroad had been completed to Greenfield (present-day Coal Cen-
ter) and it needed the right-of-way along the river.6

Ihave extracted selected data from the Wilkins compilation in
the table. 7 He identified 131 boat hulls; many more were probably
built, particularly barges ; however, the records are not extant.
Note that seventy -four boats (56 percent of the total) were built dur-
ing the 1850s (the Panic of 1857 prevented more from being con-
structed). Despite the ever increasing railroad competition, forty-
four (33.6 percent) were built during the 1860s. Only thirteen were
built during the 1870s, although they were large craft and, again,
"times were hard."

Most of the boats were, logically, first enrolled in Pittsburgh
(only seven were not). On the other hand, the last known enroll-
ments of eighty-seven boats (66 percent) were in cities on the major
rivers of the west, particularly the Ohio, Mississippi, Missouri, and
Arkansas. Almost three-fourths of the boats (ninety-seven) displaced
250 tons or less, twenty-seven were in the 251-450-ton category, and
seven exceeded 451 tons. Only fourteen (11 percent) were not stern-

wheelers. A glance at the final dispositions of the boats reads like an
insurer's nightmare, which in fact it was. From these data it is ap-
parent that the California boatyards played an important role in the
industrial history of the Monongahela River valley.

where complicates the problem of identifying those boats built in California.
The boats were enrolled (registered) when built and also when there was
a change of ownership or if major structural rebuilding occurred. Wiley,
Monongahela, 132-33.

5 Coursin and Eberman were prominent boatbuilders from Elizabeth, and
Sterling, from Pittsburgh, was a steamboat captain and boat owner.

6 The owners sued the railroad for damages. Testimony during the trial
indicated that the yard's business averaged $40,000 per year (with a high of
$80,000) and profits averaged $3,000-5,000 (with a high of $10,000). They
were awarded $7,000 in damages and $2,000 for the property.

7 The data are from Records of the Bureau of Marine Inspection and
Navigation, Record Group 41, Industrial and Social Branch, National Archives,
Washington, D.C.; and three compilations, Frederick Way, Jr., Towboats

—
Old and New (Sewickley, Pa., 1946), William M. Lytle, Steam Vessels Built
in the United States 1807 to 1856 (Washington, D.C, 1931), later updated to
1867, and Sarepta Cooper Kussart, Navigation on the Monongahela River, 7
vols. (Monongahela, Pa., 1929-1933).
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NOTES FOR TABLE
a The enrollments, unless noted, and if known, were in Pittsburgh. Some

of the selected data are not available for each category. The data are from
RG 41, National Archives, unless otherwise indicated. The tonnages are
rounded off to the nearest whole number. The dimensional data, are presented
in feet and inches or in feet and tenths of a foot, reflecting the way the data
were presented in the various sources.

b stern wheel, cabin on deck.
c Lytle, Steam Vessels.
d Way, Towboats.
e sidewheel.
f Way notes that she was built in California, Pa., in1853, and shipped on a

barge to Louisiana destined for California. She was, instead, assembled in
Gretna, Louisiana, in 1855.

g Kussart, Navigation, 5 : 483. This vessel was used on the Magdalena
River trade, Colombia, South America. Kussart' s text notes that the Cottage
No. 2 (boat number 91 in the table) was converted to a salt barge, her cabin
and machinery going to build another boat, the Mountain Belle, at Browns-
ville;5:483.

h Way, built in California; RG 41, Pittsburgh.
i Way and Kussart, built in California; RG 41, Pittsburgh.


