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Explosion of the Steamboat Saluda:
Tragedy and Compassion at
L exington, Missouri, 1852

BY WILLIAM G. HARTLEY AND FRED E. WOODS*

On April 9, 1852, the aging Sdewheder seamboat Saluda, loaded with
passengers and cargo heading up the Missouri River, exploded a Lexington,
Missouri. Loss of life and limb was so horrific that the disaster received wide-
spread newspaper coverage then and significant commentary since in Missouri
county histories and books about western steamboating.”  Scholars have
described the event as "the most terrible disaster that ever occurred on the

*William G. Hartley is an associate research professor of history a Brigham Young
University's Smith Institute, Provo. He earned his bachelor's and master's degrees in history at
BYU and has completed doctord course work a Washington State University.

Fred E. Woods is aprofessor & BYU specidizing in Mormon migration. He holds degrees
from BYU and received his PhD from the University of Utah.

Hartley and Woods co-authored a book titled Explosion of the Steamboat Saluda, pub-
lished by Millennial Pressin 2002.

" Histories of the Saluda explosion include Dan H. Spies, "The Story of the 'Saluda’: A
Rescript of the Biggest and Most Fata Steamboat Explosion on the Missouri River" (typescript,
University of Missouri-Columbia, [pre-1965]), and William G. Hartley and Fred E. Woods,
Explosion of the Seamboat Saluda (Riverton, UT: Millennial Press, 2002). See also "Steam
Boiler Explosion,” in History of Ray County, Mo. (. Louis: Missouri Historical Co., 1881),
377, and Walter Williams, ed., A History of Northwest Missouri (Chicago: Lewis Publishing
Co., 1915), 1. 159.
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Missouri."? That claim, however, cannot be verified because newspapers at the
time and historians since have put forth very different estimates of passenger
numbers and casualties. The Saluda disaster "has become a legend of the river.
Much has been written about it and much romancing has been done."*

Several questions linger like hazy smoke around the Saluda's story: How
many passengers were on board when the boat left St. Louis? How many
when it exploded? Who were they? Where were they headed? How many,
by name, can be identified as killed or missing? What became of the sur-
vivors? What did they say about the tragedy? Other matters also deserve
revisiting, such as: What was the condition of the Saluda? What caused the
explosion? Who is to blame? How did Lexington residents respond to the
tragedy? The authors have drawn from their recent and ongoing research in
an attempt to answer those questions and properly position the Saluda disas-
ter in the history of America's inland waterways.

Through scouring newspapers published in towns along the Missouri River,
searching court records in Lexington, checking census and vital records, and
culling genealogical data relating to passengers, officers, and crew, the authors
estimate that 55 percent of the Saluda's passengers on the day of the explosion
(an estimated 97 of 175) were members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints (Mormons or LDS) heading west. Of 54 persons identified by the
authors as dead or missing, 28 were Mormons. Most of the Mormon survivors
continued to Utah, where several wrote firsthand accounts of the disaster or arel-
ative wrote the survivor's story. The authors have located and studied more than
two dozen such accounts in Utah repositories and family collections.* In 2002,
the sesguicentennial year of the disaster, the findings were published in
Explosion of the Seamboat Saluda, prompting readers to submit new informa-
tion relating to the incident.> What follows is an analysis of the Saluda disaster
based on the authors' research and information subsequently received.

2 phillip E. Chappell, A History of the Missouri River (Kansas City, MO: Bryant &
Douglas, 1905), 87. In "The Story of the 'Saluda,™ Spies called the incident "the biggest and
mogt tragic disaster in dl of Missouri river steamboating” (p. 24). John Edward Hicks caled it
"the greatest tragedy in the history of the Missouri River." Early Days on the Missouri River
(Kansas City, MO: Indian Creek Books, 2000), 62.

® Hicks, Early Days, 62.

* The authors have located personal writings by or about Mormon passengers or eyewit-
nesses Henry Bdlard, George Henry Abbot Harris, James May, Matilda Wiseman Hutchings,
Louisa Sargent Harris, William Rowland and daughters, Harry and Rhoda Brown and children,
Eli Kesey, Abraham O. Smoot, William and Sarah McKeachie and children, Jonathan Moreton,
Job and Ally Moreton, Emma Randall, Sdina Roberts, Alexander and John Gillespie, John
Sargent, Thaddeus Wilton Huff, the Thomas and Mary Ann Darlow family, and others.

® Since the publication of Explosion of the Seamboat Saluda, the authors have received
information identifying twelve more Mormons on board, including two who died because of the
accident (Job and Ally Moreton) and two who died not long afterward, apparently at Council
Bluffs (Mary Ann Darlow and her infant son, Jared).
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By 1852 the aging Saluda carried a busy, long, and wounded past. Its
hull had been built in Cincinnati in 1846 and towed to . Louis. There,
owner and captain William H. Boyce had workmen install boilers and engines
taken from his sunken steamboat Windsor three months earlier. Boyce named
the new boat the Saluda, which he called "a fine specimen of river craft.” The
boat was 179 feet long, nearly 27 feet wide, had two 30-foot-long boilers, two
engines, and two paddlie wheels measuring 20 feet in diameter, each with 10
foot-long buckets (paddle blades).® Before the Saluda turned two, it struck a
snag near Rocheport, midway across Missouri, and sank. Submerged, it
became surrounded by a sandbar. Boyce sold the vessel to a Boonville resi-
dent who dug it out, refloated it, sdlvaged and sold some of the cargo, and had
the boat repaired in . Louis. The Saluda was back in service by February
1848, till powered by the original boilers and engines.” By 1851, Peter
Conrad was owner and master of the boat, and by 1852 he was co-owner with
Anthony Bennett. One week before the Saluda's fateful voyage, Conrad sold
Bennett's haf interest to Captain Francis T. Belt, the boat's master, for $1,200
(approximately $29,472 in 2005 dollars).?

As apacket boat, the Saluda made regularly scheduled runs up and down
the Missouri. At the time of the explosion, the boat's six-year-old hull and
even older engines and boilers made it an old vessdl by contemporary steam-
boat standards. The average life of a Missouri River steamboat was about
three years.’

® Spies, "Story of the 'Saluda,™ 3; "The Saluda," . Louis Weekly Reveille, 8 June 1846,
884, which noted that the boat was a "fine new steamer" and "a beautiful craft’; "The Saluda,”
S. Louis Missouri Reporter, 29 April 1846, 3. Boyce probably named the vessdl after his native
village, Sdluda, on Virginias Rappahannock River. Robet O. Day, "Steamboat Saluda
Disaster" (unpublished paper, in authors' possession, April 1992), 1.

""The Steamer Sduda Raised,” Columbia Missouri Statesman, 25 February 1848; Frederick
Wey X., comp., Way's Packet Directory, 1848-1994, rev. ed. (Athens. Ohio University Press,
1994), 416; W. J. MacDondd, "The Missouri River and Its Victims: Vessds Wrecked from the
Beginning of Navigation to 1925," pt. 3, Missouri Historical Review 21 (July 1927): 581-593.

8 Conrad to Bdlt, hill of sale, 22 March 1852, in Conrad and Bennett, Appellants, v. Belt's
Administrator, Respondent, 22 Reports of Cases Argued and Decided in the Supreme Court of
the State of Missouri 166 (1855). An 1852 dollar was equivaent to $23.66 in 2003. Figures are
not yet available for 2004 and 2005 dollars, but alowing for inflation at the average rate of the
previous three years (.50), the ratio in 2005 would be close to $24.56, meaning $1,200 in 1852
would equal approximately $29,472 in 2005. See John J. McCusker, "Comparing the Purchase
Power of Money in the United States (or Colonies) from 1665 to 2003," Economic History
Services (2004), http://eh.net/hmit/ppowerusd/dollar_question.php.

®"In 1850 ... a Missouri River boat had only a three-year life expectancy because of the
greater hazards on that tempestuous stream.” James Neal Primm, Lion of the Valley: S. Louis,
Missouri, 1764-1980, 3rd ed. (St. Louis: Missouri Historical Society Press, 1998), 163. William
Lass found that the average lifespan for St. Louis steamboats in 1848, which included more than
Missouri River steamboats, was 5.7 years. Mogt were either demolished or abandoned between
4 and 8 years of age. Lass, "The Fate of Steamboats: A Case Study of the 1848 S. Louis Fleet,"
Missouri Historical Review 96 (October 2001): 5.
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Belt, thirty-five, had spent much of his life on the river and was an "expe-
rienced boatman, . . . well known on the rivers as an able commander, and . . .
endeared to al who knew him for his kindness and generosity." Like Belt, both
of the Saluda's pilots had river expertise. First Filot Charles La Barge had
grown up in the St. Louis area—the La Barges were one of the oldest families
in . Louis. Charles had six siblings, one of whom was Joseph La Barge J., a
well-known Missouri River steamboat captain. Charles gained his initial expe-
rience as a pilot from Joseph. The Saluda's second pilot was Louis Guerette, a
brother of Charles La Barge's wife!® At the time of the explosion, the Saluda
hed at least 23 officers and crew members on board.

SALUDA OFFICERS AND CREW MEMBERS

Captain Francis T. Belt (co-owner) First Clerk Ferdinand C. Brockman
First Pilot Charles La Barge Second Clerk  Jonathan Blackburn
Second Pilot Louis Guerette Steward John Talbott
Pilot Lewis Tebo Barkeep Peter Conrad (co-owner)
First Engineer John Evans Asst. Barkeep  Mr. Laynell
Second Engineer Josiah Clancey Watchman John Connor
Carpenter Charles Evans Mariner John Summerton
Mate William Hemler Deckhand Ephraim Howell
Mate William Emory Firemen 3 unnamed whites
3 unnamed African
Americans

Sources: Extracted from Hartley and Woods, "Appendix B: The Saluda Passenger/Officer/Crew
List" in Explosion of the Seamboat Saluda, 73-78; F. C. Brockman, protest, 10 April 1852,
County Clerk's Office, Lafayette County Courthouse, Lexington.

The "Big Muddy" is America's longest river and proved the most diffi-
cult to harness.™* A Sioux City, lowa, newspaper oncejoked, "Of dl the vari-
able things in creation, the most uncertain of al are the action of ajury, the
state of a woman's mind, and the condition of the Missouri River." No mat-
ter the craft, elaborate or spartan, dangers were ever present. The worst were
snags, submerged tree trunks or branches, but floating sheets of ice also
caused major damage, as did explosions.™

0 “Djed," K. Louis Missouri Republican, 12 April 1852, 2; Hiram Martin Chittenden,
History of the Early Steamboat Navigation on the Missouri River: Life and Adventures of Joseph
LaBarge (New York: F. P. Harper, 1903; repr., Minneapolis: Ross & Haines, 1962), 13, 124.

" In Wild River, Wooden Boats. True Stories of Seamboating on the Missouri River
(Stoddard, WI: Heritage Press, 2000), Michael Gillespie notes that U.S. Army topographical
engineers set the length of the Missouri River at 2,824 miles in 1861, which would make it the
longest river in North America (p. 37). Experienced riverman Phillip E. Chappell, in "A History
of the Missouri River," Transactions of the Kansas State Historical Society 10 (1905-1906),
estimates the length of the river to be 2,574 miles (p. 237).

2 Quoted in Rudolph J. Gerber, "Old Woman River," Missouri Historical Review 56 (July
1962): 328. Seedso MacDondd, "The Missouri River and Its Victims," pt. 1, Missouri Historical
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During the 1850s—part of the "golden erd’ of steamboating—many
steamboat owners amassed fortunes. For them, potential high profits out-
weighed the risks of the river. Saluda co-owners Belt and Conrad expected
1852 to be a very profitable year. Although the Saluda blew up before the
two men could capitalize, more people poured west to Oregon, Cdlifornia,
and Utah that year than in any other in the history of the overland western
emigration. Steamboat passenger traffic boomed.”

Inearly 1852, St. Louis, the primary terminus and transfer port for freight
and passengers heading up or down the Mississippi River and coming from
the Ohio and other mgjor rivers, bustled with river business. The levee was
piled high with barrels, bales, boxes, cases, and luggage. Horse-drawn wag-
ons and taxis plodded by, ticket offices and warehouses drew business, and
on busy days hundreds of businessmen, immigrants, boat crews, soldiers, and
visitors congested the levee space Amid this shoreline kaleidoscope of
activities, the Saluda was one of many steamboats waiting to earn money.

Review 21 (January 1927): 215-242; ibid., pt. 2, Missouri Historical Review 21 (April 1927): 455-
480; ibid., pt. 3, Missouri Historical Review 21 (July 1927): 581-607. MacDondd identified 441
riverboat wrecks from the beginning of eamboat navigation to 1925 and listed the causes as
snags (240), ice (79), fire (49), bridges (17), explosons (10), and other causes (72).

B3 |awrence Everett Giffen, "Golden Years of Steamboat Transportation, 1850-1860," in
"Walks in Water": The Impact of Steamboating on the Lower Missouri River (Jefferson City,
MO: Giffen Enterprises, 2001), 128-137. Chappell called 1850 to 1860 the "golden era’ of
steamboating. History of the Missouri River, 80. Steamboat historians, however, do not agree
on the precise years the golden era of steamboating spanned. For a chart of yearly overland trail
totals see John D. Unruh J., The Plains Across. The Overland Emigrants and the Trans-
Mississippi West, 1840-60 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1979), 120.

1 Charles van Ravenswaay, "Years of Turmoail, Years of Growth: &. Louis in the 1850's,"
Missouri Historical Society Bulletin 23 (July 1967): 303-324; Primm, Lion of the Valley.

<. LouisLevee, 1855
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The Missouri River's late March ice floes prevented steamers from starting
upriver, spelling daily earning losses for the steamboat's co-owners.

Since 1848, St. Louis had been a major transfer point for Mormons head-
ing upriver to reach wagon train outfitting camps at or near Kanesville (now
Council Bluffs), lowa' For the 1852 emigration season, Eli Kelsey and
David Ross, agents for the Latter-day Saints, had come from Kanesville to
assist St. Louis arrivals. On January 10, the tall sailing ship Kennebec had
embarked from the Bramley Moore Dock in Liverpool, England. On board
was an organized company of 333 Mormons. After reaching New Orleans,
the company spent twelve days ascending the Mississippi River on the Pride
of the West. They disembarked at St. Louis on March 26."' To save the new
arrivals who were immediately continuing their journey (about one-fourth of
the company) food and lodging costs in the city, Kelsey and Ross felt an
urgency to book steamboat passage for them to Kanesville as soon as they
exited the Pride of the West. The majority of the group stopped in St. Louis
to work and earn money before resuming their journey to Utah. When the
two men approached Captain Belt, saying they needed passage to Kanesville
for about 100 Mormons, the promise of profits apparently made the risks
posed by river ice seem worth taking. Belt agreed to transport the group,
leaving on March 30."

When word spread that the Saluda was available, scores of Mormons
signed up, as did a number of others eager to reach towns upriver or to start
for the California gold fields. Henry Ballard, a young LDS sheepherder from
Scotland with two sheep dogs, considered the Saluda "another old worn out
steam boat" similar to the Pride of the West that he had just left. William
Dunbar, emigrating from Scotland with his wife, Helen, and two children,
judged the Saluda to be "not one of the best boats on the river by any means."
With him were friend Duncan Campbell, Duncan's wife, Jane, and their two
young boys. Mormon emigration officer Abraham O. Smoot went with Kelsey
to examine the boat. "On finding that it was an old hulk of a freight boat,"
Smoot said, "I strongly advised him against having anything to do with it."*®

% Stanley B. Kimball, "The Saints and St. Louis, 1831-1857: An Oasis of Tolerance and
Security,” BYU Sudies 13 (Summer 1973): 489-519. An excellent study of LDS maritime his-
tory, including river steamboat travels, is Conway B. Sonne, Saints on the Seas: A Maritime
History of Mormon Migration, 1830-1890 (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1983).

16 "Sailing of the Kennebec," The Latter-Day Saints Millennial Star, 1 February 1852,41-
42; Andrew Jenson, "Church Emigration, 1852," The Contributor 13 (July 1892): 408-414.

' Dean L. McLeod, "James Ross: The Experiences of a Scottish Immigrant to America,”
Family Heritage 1 (December 1978): 178-179, 182-183; "Steamboats Advertised to Leave This
Day," S. Louis Missouri Daily Republican, 30 March 1852, 3. The Saluda is one of eighteen
boats listed. Two on the list were going up the Missouri to St. Joseph.

18 Reminiscences and Diary of Henry Ballard, in summary preceding April 1, 1852, entry,
LDS Church Archives, Sat Lake City, UT; Jenson, "Church Emigration, 1852," 410-414.
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Smoot witnessed the boardings and noted a few days later that about 110
Mormons had gone aboard.® Most were English and Scottish emigrants.
First Clerk Ferdinand C. Brockman, who survived the boat's explosion, later
attempted to account for dl passengers. He had a name list—whether partial
or complete is not clear—of 38 cabin passengers, but the records of deck pas-
sengers, the majority on board, disappeared in the explosion. Brockman's
cabin roster shows 14 passengers traveling to Independence, 1 to Liberty, 3 to
Kansas City, 5 to Weston, 6 to S. Joseph, 1 to lowa Point, and 7 to
Kanesville/Council Bluffs (2 of whom were LDS).?

Published statements about the Saluda offer widely differing passenger
totals, ranging from 100 to 600.* The authors' research indicates that about 213
people boarded the boat in St. Louis, including the crew of 23 and about 110
Mormon emigrants. A week after the explosion, a steamboat passenger said he

® Smoot to Brigham Young, 14 April 1852, in "Terrible Accident—Explosion of Steamer
Saluda—75 Lives Lost," Salt Lake City Deseret News Weekly, 29 May 1852, 3. Smoot, who
saw the boardings in St. Louis and was in Lexington at the time of the explosion, seemed to
have the most reliable data, so the authors have used his "about 110" estimate. Thomas Wrigley,
an LDS officid in St. Louis, believed that about 70 Mormons boarded there, but the authors
have identified 81, proving his estimate low. "Another Terrible Steamboat Explosion,” &. Louis
Missouri Daily Republican, 10 April 1852, 2. Another Mormon official in St. Louis, |saac
Higbee, noted on March 30 that "about 100" Mormons went on the Saluda. Reminiscences and
Diaries of John Sommers Higbee, 30 March 1852, LDS Church Archives.

2 Jenson, “Church Emigration, 1852," 408-414; Lexington Express "Extra," 13 April
1852, as reprinted in "The Explosion of the Saluda," S. Louis Missouri Daily Republican, 17
April 1852. The April 13 "Extra" provided the most responsible and detailed contemporary
account of the tragedy and was widely reprinted throughout the state.

2 Colonel James Hale, an eyewitness, recalled that 250 Mormons were aboard. See
William Young, Young's History of Lafayette County, Missouri (Indianapolis: B. F. Bowen &
Co., 1910), 1: 394. According to Walter Williams between 500 and 600 were on board at St.
Louis. History of Northwest Missouri, 1. 159.
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had heard that the Saluda passengers included about 60 men bound for
California? At least 13 Mormons, and perhaps a few other passengers, disem-
barked at stops before Lexington. Some travelers may have boarded during the
stops. It was reported that "the bulk" of cabin passengers went ashore, frus-
trated, at Lexington during the Saluda's forced layover there. Best estimates
are that about 175 persons were on board at the time of the explosion.?

The boat also carried "very valuable" cargo, including "goods, groceries,
assorted merchandise, furniture" as well as the passengers' equipment and
belongings. Overall, the boat left St. Louis with "cargo well and sufficiently
stored and secured, was well manned, victualled, appareled, furnished and
appointed and was in all respects fitted and suited for the trip."%*

When the Saluda shoved off from St. Louis on March 30, its side paddles
propelled it up the Mississippi twenty miles, where it entered the Missouri
River. Its goal, Kanesville, lay 783 miles away, but along the way it would
pass or stop at St. Charles (45 miles from S. Louis), Jefferson City (174),
Brunswick (292), Lexington (372), Liberty (427), Kansas City (457), Weston
(504), and St. Joseph (566). The trip to Kanesville normally required ten
days, with good river conditions and average steamboat performance. What
stops the Saluda made during this trip remain unknown, except for one at
Brunswick, 80 miles downriver from Lexington, where 13 Mormons disem-
barked to buy cattle to herd to outfitting camps at Kanesville.®

On Sunday, April 4, the Saluda reached Lexington, almost hafway to
Kanesville. There, the boat lacked sufficient power to push around a haz-
ardous north-jutting horseshoe where the current "created a treacherous
‘cross-over' from the north bank to the south bank along the Lexington bluff.
This was the Lexington Bend, a well-known hazard to river men of the day."®

2 Account of Andrew Jackson Hinman, a passenger on the S. Ange, in S& D Reflector
12 (September 1975): 8.

2 See Hartley and Woods, "Appendix B," in Explosion of the Seamboat Saluda, 73-78.2*
Brockman, protest. The document is signed by five Saluda employees: Ferdinand C.
Brockman, clerk; William Hemler, mate; Charles Evans, carpenter; John Connor, watchman;
John Talbott, steward; and Ephraim Howell, deckhand. See also "Sion!!" . Louis Missouri
Daily Republican, 10 April 1852, 2.

2 Brockman, protest. The document is signed by five Saluda employees: Ferdinand C.
Brockman, clerk; William Helmer, mate; Charles Evans, carpenter; John Connor, watchman;
Joh Talbott, steward; and Ephraim Howell, deckhand. See aso "Sion!!" . Louis Missouri
Daily Republican, 10 April 1852, 2.

% "Steamboats Advertised to Leave This Day," S. Louis Missouri Daily Republican.
Towns and distances are as listed on the back of a passenger ticket for the steamboat Sam Gaty,
photocopy, in possession of authors; "Third Dispatch,” S. Louis Missouri Republican, 10 April
1852, 2; James May Autobiography, 10, LDS Church Archives.

% gpies, "Story of the 'Saluda,™ 2. In the 1930s, the river inundated the land causing the
bend. The bend is shown clearly on Colton G. Woolworth, "Map of the Hannibal & St. Joseph
Railroad and Connections" (New York: American Railway Review, 1860), Library of Congress
American Memory, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4161p.rr004240.
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Bird's-eye View of Lexington from the North Shore of the Missouri River, circa 1869

Pilots La Barge and Guerette jockeyed the Saluda from bank to bank, prob-
ing the current and dodging ice. Defeated, they maneuvered the boat to the
north shore, opposite Lexington. The next day, the Saluda moved across the
river, hitting ice chunks that broke parts of the paddle wheels, and moored at
Lexington's upper landing for repairs. Lexington lay up the bluff from the
landing, and this "under the hill" part of the town had a levee or landing area
about two hundred feet wide and four hundred feet long, with warehouses and
businesses along it. The "lower landing" was at the foot of Tenth Street.?’
The vessel remained docked on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday, April 6
through 8. Behind schedule, and near their destinations in Independence,
Liberty, or Kansas City, "the great body of cabin passengers' (an estimated
25) Ieft the Saluda at Lexington to finish their journeys overland.®

Of the cities along the Missouri River in 1850, Lexington was the fourth
largest, with a population of 2,698, behind S. Joseph (5,000), Jefferson City

' Hicks, Early Days, 60; Roger Slusher, "Lexington: A Brief History" (typescript, excerpt
in possession of authors), 1-2; "Few Recall 'Under the Hill," Lexington Advertiser-News, 1 July
1972, 1; Katherine Wilson Sellers, Historical Glimpses of Lexington (Lexington, MO: Lexington
Library and Historical Association, 1980), 4; B. M. Little, The National Old Trails Road and the
Part Played by Lexington in the Westward Movement (Lexington, MO: n.p., 1928), unpaged.

% Brockman. protest; "Steam Boat Explosion,” &. Joseph Weekly Gazette, 14 April 1852,
1. Hicks says that Samuel S. Bayliss, who started to California by way of St. Louis, "becom-
ing a passenger there on the Saluda," was among those who disembarked at L exington. He quit
the bost, believing it unsafe, just before it blew up." Bayliss became aleading business man in
Council Bluffs. Hicks, Early Days, 161.
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(3,000), and &. Charles (2,994). Settlement had started in Lexington about
1815, and a ferry was operating there by 1819. Lexington linked river trade
with the Santa Fe Trail, and by the 1840s, the town's river business was lively.
Steamboats picked up plantation-grown hemp and tobacco and, starting in
1849, dropped off miners and settlers heading for the West. In the 1840s and
1850s, six to eight steamboats could often be found at Lexington's landings at
one time, and except when winter slowed traffic, the loading docks "swarmed
with negro deck hands."*

By 1852 the people of Lexington were slightly familiar with steamboat
wrecks. In 1836 the American Fur Company's steamer Diana hit a snag and
sank near the town, and the side-wheel &. Charles burned at Richmond
Landing across from Lexington. The small, side-wheel Columbiana sank on
the Lexington Bar in 1845, and four years later, the Algoma sank after strik-
ing rocks a mile downriver from the town.®

The day before the Saluda exploded, William and Helen Dunbar and their
two children, who had missed the boat in St. Louis and had come upriver on
another vessel, went on board. As new passengers, they "were given the priv-
ilege to sleep on the upper deck, in front of the cabin door" and spent the
night above the boilers, with partial protection provided by heavy canvas tar-
paulins. On Thursday evening the steamer Isabel, coming from St. Louis,
docked at Lexington.> Captain William B. Miller tied up his boat at the lower
landing, one hundred or more yards down current from the Saluda, because
he believed the boat, with its old boilers, to be a menace. From this position,
several passengers on the Isabel, including Abraham O. Smoot, witnessed the
explosion the next morning.®

Because weather and river currents and obstructions overtaxed their
machinery and "tore at their weak frames," river steamers required regular
extensive repairs. Boat carpenters and engineers performed routine mainte-
nance, but major repairs to the hull or machinery required qualified outside

2 Giffen, "Walks in Water", 144-145; Slusher, "Lexington,” 1-2; "Few Recall 'Under the
Hill," Lexington Advertiser-News; Sellers, Historical Glimpses of Lexigton, 4; Little, National
Old Trails Road.

% MacDonald, "The Missouri River and Its Victims," pt. 1: 239, 235, 233; ibid., pt. 3: 596.

% Jenson, "Church Emigration, 1852," 411-412. Way, Way's Packet Directory, 1848-
1994, 226, indicates that the Isabel was built in St. Louis in 1850 and usually plied the route
between St. Louis and New Orleans. The November 13, 1850, . Joseph Gazette stated that
the "new and elegant” Isabel, which left St. Louis on October 28, had arrived in St. Joseph on
November 8, captained by W. B. Miller.

% William Black Miller (not to be confused with another steamboat captain named
William Bainbridge Miller) was apparently born between 1809 and 1812 in Pennsylvania, the
son of James Miller and Isabella Black. Genealogical information provided by steamboat his-
torian Carl Jones of Lincoln, Nebraska. "Awful Calamity, Explosion of the Steamer Saluda, 185
Lives Lost," &. Joseph Weekly Gazette, 14 April 1852, 2; "The following interesting particulars
... ," Liberty Weekly Tribune, 16 April 1852, 1.
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craftsmen. In his definitive history of steamboat technology, Louis Hunter
noted, "The most vexatious problem connected with the management of the
boilers was that of water supply." As late as 1850, he said, few western
steamboats had steam gauges of any kind, which left engineers with only
crude indexes of pressure, such as the sound of the exhaust, the workings of
the engine, and the "appearance and sound of the steam issuing from the try
cocks."® Hunter found that "the theory which probably gained the widest
popular currency and acceptance attributed explosions to low water in the
boiler." Excessive pressure in the boiler could be caused by a "variety and
complexity of factors,” not just low water. All boilers, even under the best
usage, were subject to progressive wear and corrosion, along with changes in
the physical structure of the iron. Other causes included:

a cast-iron boiler head weakened by blow holes or cracks, a badly made
plate, a defective supply pump, a clogged connecting pipe, a corroded safe-
ty valve, an accumulation of mud in the boiler or arag or broom left inside
after cleaning, a poorly fastened rivet, or any one or more of awide variety
of defects in the boiler and its equipment. Inadequate safety valves, supply
pumps, or supply pipes too small in proportion to the needs of the boilers,
boilers of insufficient capacity for the normal requirements of the engines,
or many another example of bad design and bad proportions—any one of
these might produce conditions which by themselves or operating in combi-
nation with other defects might lead to an explosion.®

Hunter observed that "boiler explosions occurred most frequently . . .
when the steamboat . . . was getting under way," when the boat was backing
out from the wharf, "or when 'the engine had made but two or three revolu-
tions." Another cause, according to Hunter, "was the added temptation—-
which few captains of fast-running boats could resist—to show off before the
town with a fine burst of speed as the boat left port." What factors caused the
Saluda'?, boilers to burst is not known and cannot be determined, but low
water was the common explanation at the time.*®

Captain Belt, upset by the costly five-day delay at Lexington, and with
the paddle wheels repaired and river ice ailmost gone, announced Thursday
that he would try again to push past the bend the next day. Knowing this,
some Lexington residents went to the town's edge atop the bluff to watch the
attempt. That morning, which was Good Friday, the river was free of ice and
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fit for navigation for the firgt time of the season. Pilots La Barge and Guerette
were a the whed in the pilothouse. Mate William Hemler and eight or ten
deckhands stood on the larboard (left) afterguard using long poles to push the
Saluda, which had its stern (back end) on the downstream side, out into the
river. A Lexington butcher stood opposite the men with the poles, obeying
the mate's order to untie the line holding the boat to the levee. Mr. Taubman,
amiller, sood on the landing, having just been paid for flour he had sold to
the Saluda. On the hurricane roof, between the boat's chimneys, Belt was
conversing with Jonathan Blackburn, the second derk® Bet ordered the
engineers to fill the boilers to maximum pressure.  With lines cast off, the
Saluda dipped back from the landing, sern downstream. The captain
clanged the boat's big black cast-iron bell to sgnd full speed ahead.
According to river lore, he shouted, "1 will round the point this morning or
blow this boat to hell!" to the Isabel's captain.* With maximum heat and full
steam pressure, the boilers walls seared red-hot. Once clear of the landing,
the Saluda's larboard paddle wheel made a few revolutions forward, nosing
the boat out toward the main current, and then stopped. The starboard whedl
made a few backward revolutions, turning the boat even more outward.
About thirty feet from shore, the wheels made one revolution forward, and
then both boilers blew up amost smultaneously.®

According to early opinions, when the engines started, the pumps forced
cold water into the steam-filled, red-hot boilers, causing them to burst.
Witnesses said that "the noise of the explosion resembled the sharp report of
thunder, and the houses of the city were shaken as if by the heavings of an
earthquake." Houses rattled, and windows shook. Splintered deck and cabin
boards and fragments of the two tal chimneys and boilers flew in every direc-
tion. Steam and smoke spread, but no fire broke out. Bodies were launched
into the frigid river and "a considerable distance” up the biuff. Standing near
the Isabel, Smoot saw bodies and boat fragments fly into the air. Watching
from the bluff top, George W. Gaunt saw the pilothouse, ill holding La
Barge and Guerette, rocket higher than the bluff and then fdl into the river
and sink. Captain Bdlt, last seen on the hurricane roof, was flung over the
warehouses, hdfway up the bluff, and killed. One man on shore was killed
ingtantly by a piece of flying timber. Part of a boiler smashed through a cot-
tonwood log warehouse on the levee and demolished it. Iron and timber fell
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