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MARCH 12, 1984 
SAMUEL F . POGUE 

o of my childhood's pleasantest memories 
, "ne u er with the windows open to the 
~s of s~tt~ng at,s pp d l' t ing to the calliope on 
warm summer even~ng an ~s en , C 
the Island Queen as she moved up the r1ve: to oney 
Island. It did not matter to me whether lt play~d 
"My Old Kentucky Home," "Yes, We Have No Bananas or 
"Let Me Call You Sweetheart": I just loved that s~und 
whatever the tune. The music would st~rt softly ln 
the distance, swell to a crescendo as lt reached the 
part of the river below our house and then fade slowly 
until I had to strain to catch the last notes. It 
was never a continuous sound, because the man who 
played it always stopped a while between numbers. 
All of a sudden I would hear it a lot closer or farther 
away than before. 

The first time I ever rode on the Island 
Queen I went straight up to the top deck to see the 
calliope. Of course nobody on the river ever called 
it a calliope: it was a "cally-ope" to one and all. 
There sat Homer Denney (naturally I did not know his 
name then) in front of a keyboard of some two octaves 
with a formidable array of steam whistles in a semi
circle ~ehind it. When he was ready to play he pulled 
on a pa~r of canvas gloves, and as he started to press 
down the keys the sound was so defeaning that I had 
to put my hands over my ears. He must have had 
cotton in his, but I did not think to look. The live 
stearn shot out of the whistles so hard that he needed 
to turn his head to one side to keep from being 
parboiled. After the steamer started up he had to 
dodge hot pieces of soot from the smokestacks. I 
could see why Horner took a little rest between numbers. 

When I went below to watch the couples 
dancing to Clyde Trask's orchestra on the Ballroom 
Deck I could hear the calliope cut right through the 
sound of the band . The ride from the P~blic Landing 
to Coney took about half an hour, so, w~th pauses" 
t here was time for only four or five tunes ea~h tr~p. 
I do not know what the calliope player got pa~d, but 
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even with hazard pay it could not have been much; the 
round-trip fare in those days was 35 cents, Clyde 
Trask and all. 

Homer Denney began playing the "cally-ope " 
or "steam pie-anna" on the first Island Queen in 
1901. In September 1947 he was standing on the shore 
of the Monongahela River at Pittsburgh when the second 
Queen, built in 1924, was racked by explosions and 
sank in flames, a total loss. Everybody wanted to 
build a new Queen, but the cost was prohibitive. 

Denney was a composer as well as a calliope 
player, one of a surprisingly large number of ragtime 
composers in Cincinnati after the turn of the century. 
Eight of his rags were published, chiefly by himself, 
which was a common practice, but there must have been 
a lot of others that never saw print. One of his 
published rags is called "Coney Island Girl, !! and 
the cover of his novelty rag, " Chimes,1I announces 
that it was "played nightly on Steamer Island Queen. " 
Other Cincinnati ragtime composers were inspired 
by the Queen too; there was a "Queen Rag, " a "Queen 
of Coney Island," Il Coney Island Dip" and "Coney Island 
Tickle." 

After the Island Queen burned, Denney took 
a job in the Norwood Waterworks Department, but he 
kept playing the calliope whenever he could. By 
that time the instrument used compressed air, and he 
did not have to keep turning his head to one side. 
He was a fixture every year at the Shrine Circus. 
He played at Crosley Field and was in demand in parades 
almost until his death in 1975. 

The calliope, named after the muse of epic 
poetry, was patented by its inventor, Joshua C. Stoddard 
of Worcester, Massachusetts, in 1855, and his American 
Stearn Music Co. began supplying it to excursion boats 
on the Hudson and to circuses shortly afterward. It 
usually had from thirteen to twenty whistles, some
times more than 50. The Island Queen calliope, made 
by the Thomas J. Nichol Co. at Pearl and Ludlow 
Streets, had 32. It had been a regular keyboard, except 
that the E flat key was a dummy. Because of the steam 

pressure it took a good deal of strength to press 
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down the keys. The black ones were harder to pla¥ 
than the white ones , so most of the players restr~~ted 
themselves to tunes in the keys of C, F or G. Bes~des, 
the keys and valves often stuck, so the performer 
had to be pretty good at improvising on the spot. 

Stoddard originally planned the instrument 
to be a kind of whistle cariloon, to be played from 
church steeples, but the mechanism froze on its first 
tryout and, besides, nobody wanted to hear that 
kind of a sound on a peaceful New England Sunday 
morning. Instead it found its regular place in circuses 
and excursion steamers and especially on showboats, 
where it was indispensible in announcing from as 
far away as eight miles the boat ' s imminent arrival 
at a new river landing. 

On the old river packets the staterooms, 
a word originally designating a room of state, were 
literally named after the states of the Union. 
The "Texas" was the largest stateroom , appropriately 
enough, and it usually perched on the top or hurricane 
deck, with the pilot house above. Most of the show
boats had a Texas, which served as living quarters 
for the captain and his family, and the usual place 
for the calliope was on top of the Texas behind the 
pilot house. The showboats did not have their own 
power but were pushed by steam tugs . The tug's boiler 
served as a generator for the showboat; its steam 
was brought over to the calliope with a hose. The 
player had to wait until the pressure reached 85 
pounds before he could start playing . At a little 
~elow 60 pounds the lights began to get dim; and when 
~~ got below 40 the calliope had to be shut down. 
L~ke many another element on the showboats, the 
calliope steam served a double purpose. After it 
had been used to make music it was sent through a 
condenser, chilled and became drinking water. 

Even though the first calliope was 
installed on a showboat in 1858, the real day of 
calliopes on showboats had to wait until captain 
A. B. French built his second New Sensation in 
1887 and installed on it a calliope made by 
Cincinnati's Van Dusen Bell Works . Contrary to 
general, or at least to my own, impressions, the 
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showboat boom did not begin in earnest until well 
after the Civil War. The peak was between 1910 and 
1918, when there were anywhere from nine to fourteen 
showboats on the river each year. 

In America's frontier days the rivers were 
filled with square-fronted john boats and the larger 
keelboats that generally had some kind of cover over 
them against the weather. Steered by poles or paddles 
in the days before the steamboat, they could, of 
course, go only one direction -- downstream. They 
brought the necessities of life to the new settle
ments and along with them some entertainment as well. 
Anybody who could blow a tune across the top of an 
empty whiskey jug or play a comb solo was welcome 
on the river bank. Mike Fink, the king of the keel
boatmen, played a mean harmonica and fiddle. Medicine 
boats floated down the river too, selling potions 
and horne remedies. To attact a crowd they would 
put on a little show with songs and dances. 

The first river boat designed exclusively 
for shows was William Chapman's Floating Theatre. 
Chapman was born in England and became an actor good 
enough to perform with Mrs. Siddons in 1803. Later 
he joined a traveling road show that moved in vans 
and played at fairs throughout the British Isles. 
Times became hard in England in 1826, and in 1827, 
with his family that now numbered nine , including 
himself, he joined the swelling English emigration to 
America. He played some Shakespearian roles at the 
Bowery Theatre in New York, and he and the rest of 
his family found acting work in Philadelphia too. 
But everybody was talking about the opportunities 
in the West, and the lure was irresistable. They 
moved to Pittsburgh, a new boom town and the boat
building capital of the nation. 

Pittsburgh did not have much time for 
acting or actors, though, and Chapman hit on a plan 
that would keep his actor family together as in the 
old days of the van shows in England , only this 
time the van was to be a boat-van. They would float 
down the Ohio and the Mississippi with the current, 
stop at likely landings for one-night stands and 
eventually sell or scrap the boat when they reached 
New Orleans. 
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In 1831 he bought a barge a hundred feet 
long and sixteen wide in Pittsburgh and built a house 
with a ridge roof on it that covered almost its whole 
length. A shallow stage with tallow candle foot
lights and white muslin draw curtains occupied the 
stern. Hard wooden benches ran straight across the 
width of the boat. Nobody wanted to set in the 
middle, because that was under the hogshead hoop 
with dripping tallow candles that served as a chandelier. 

The Chapmans adapted themselves easily to 
the taste of the small communities they visited, and, 
though they performed a few dramas, they concentrated 
on broad comedies, usually followed by a monologue, 
sketches, impersonations, musical numbers and dances. 
They were not particular about how they got paid 
either. A peck of potatoes or yams, two gallons 
of fruit, a side of bacon or 25 cents were all equally 
welcome. 

At the end of the 1831 season, Chapman 
abandoned his boat and sold her for firewood in New 
Orleans. There was enough money left to book passage 
for them all on a steam packet back up to Pittsburgh. 
He followed the same procedure, building a new boat 
each year, with great success, until in lB36 he bought 
a steamboat, which meant that his company could return 
on its own craft at the end of every season and also 
penetrate up the tributary rivers like the Kanawha, 
the Wabash and the Tennessee to untapped territories. 
There was one problem with the new steawboat though. 
Chapman had installed a curtain with a painting of 
a girl dipping her bare foot in the water. It was 
not that so much as the sight of the naked ankle 
ten inches above it that so shocked some of the 
women in the audience that they left before the show 
was over. Chapman had to paint it out. 

William Chapman died on his boat near 
Cincinnati in 1841. His widow carried on for 
another six years with a new and larger steamboat 
]<nown as Chapman's Floating Palace and then sold 
it to retire with a modest fortune. 
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The Chapmans' success inspired imitators 
in the years that followed, but not many ~f ~hem.had 
the theatrical experience that gave the d~st1nct1ve 
quality to the Chapmans' offerings. Most ~f the shows 
consisted of songs, jokes and dances, part1cularly 
in the then novel form of the minstrel show, and 
lectures on mesmerism, animal magnetism, phrenology 
and electricity. 

One of the biggest riverboat show successes 
was Spau1djng and Rogers' Floating Circus Palace, 
built in Cincinnati in 1851. She was a huge box 
with two decks and a Texas, and she seated 2,200 
people. The tugboat that pushed her looked like 
a minnow next to this Leviathan that was bigger than 
the largest steamers on the river in those days. 
It featured a self-contained circus, including a 
menagerie and freak show. There were clowns and 
acrobatic stunts and tightrope walkers, but the 
piece de resistance was the equestrian act with 40 
40 trained horses in the arena at one time, and 
especially the waltz performed by fifteen of them 
to the sound of a pipe organ. Outside on the riverbank 
gamblers set up tables under kerosene lamps. In 
1858 the first showboat calliope was installed on 
the Texas of the Floating Circus Palace. The 
Circus Palace continued in operation until 1862, 
when the Confederate government took her over to 
turn her into a hospital ship stationed at New 
Orleans. 

The Civil War put an end to the prosperous 
river traffic. Commerce between the North and South 
stopped, and a good many steamboats were sunk. After 
the war, once thriving river communities lay in 
ruins. Showboats had practically disappeared and 
only slowly revived. An enterprising showman put a 
new floating circus on the river in 1869 but soon 
went broke. A few others tried shows without much 
success in the years that followed. 

It was not until 1878, when Captain A. B. 
French built his first New Sensation with his own 
hands on a barge at the foot of Lawrence Street in 
Cincinnati that the days of successful showboats 
as we think of them really began. Captain French 
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was the leader of a new kind of showboating that was 
to dominate the rivers until the mid-1920's. 

Augustus Byron Dolen was born in 1832 
in Palmyra, Missouri. Orphaned at sixteen, he took 
a job as a cabin boyan a steamer going to New 
Orleans. He jumped ship at Natchez to join a shanty 
boat, where a certain Mr. Church and his daughter 
put on magic acts along the river. Later he joined 
the Floating Circus Palace as a magician . It was 
about this time he changed his name to French, 
which he must have thought sounded more elegant 
than Dolen. 

After the war, he ran a grocery store for 
a while, but he could not get show business out of 
his mind. So, in 1878, he bought a traveling circus 
with six wagons . In the same year he met and 
married Collie Leach. He was 45; she was sixteen. 
It was to be a remarkably successful partnership. 
That sun~er turned out to be one of the wettest in 
history, and the circus was bogged down in the 
torrents. One day French turned to Callie and said, 
"As long as we're floating anyway, we might as well 
have something that rides on the water. I'm going 
to build a showboat." 

The barge French bought was 85 feet long 
and sixteen wide. On it he built a single-deck cahin 
that extended four feet beyond the barge at both ends, 
but he left a two-foot runway on both sides . Each 
side of the cabin had eight windows. Amidships on 
top of the boat he mounted two sweeps on swivels and 
another sweep at the stern for a rudder . There was 
no tug. The auditorium had eleven rows of benches 
with a center aisle. In front of the stage was a levp.1 
place for the acrobats. The stage itself was elevated, 
with oil lamps for footlights and a draw curtain 
of red and white checked damask. There were no 
wings and no scenery. At the bow were two small 
staterooms and behind the stage one large one that 

o d l Oving quarters for 
served as a dressl.ng room an 1. 0 rnbl.°ned o B hind thl.s was a co . -
the captain a~doCa111.e. ~ I1ie was chief cook and 
kitchen and dl.nl.ng room. th: ca tain magician, 
house~eepe:. Frednbch ~asplayer.P Fre~ch's cousin, 
ventrl.loqu~st an anJo 



479 

the blackface minstrel, Callie's cousin, the comic 
singer and three others filled out the cast and crew. 

The New Sensation poled away from La\'lrence 
Street on November 3, 1878. The goal was to reach 
warm water as soon as possible, but the boat got 
caught in the ice floes at Cairo, Illinois, and the 
company had to hole up for a while. Somehow they 
made it out into the Mississippi, stopping wherever 
they found a landing likely to produce an audience. 
They were glad to play for 25 people in their audi
torium that held 89. When luck was with them, they 
could perform four or five nights in a row. Sometimes 
they did not have anything for a week. They were 
at the mercy of the weather, and advance advertising 
was out of the question. As soon as they tied up 
at a settlement, they beat a drum and a couple of the 
men went around posting signs. In spite of the 
difficulties they arrived in New Orleans in the spring 
with enough money to hire a tug to tow them back 
upstream and some left over besides. 

French spent the summer tightening the hull, 
replacing window shutters torn off by willow branches, 
repainting and planning a better show. Callie learned 
the dulcimer so she could accompany her husband's 
banjo, and she began to work on a tightrope act that 
was to be one of the trademarks of the New Sensation. 
She made herself a costume of brown canton flannel 
with a swallowtail coat, knee britches, a red vest, 
green stockings and a Tam O'Shanter hat . By late 
summer they were rarin' to go again. 

One of the things French insisted on was a 
moral show suitable for the whole family. The medicine 
boats and whiskey boats had given entertainment a 
bad name on the rivers. In that second season, two 
towns refused to let the New Sensation land. One 
day the boat pulled up to a landing where a good 
crowd was gathered. That night Callie, who was 
selling tickets, noticed that not a single woman 
had come on board. French was hopping made. As 
Mrs . French described it, he was red clear down to 

hl'S collar. He got up on the stage b7fore the ~how h re is not a woman In the aud~ence. 
and said, "Men, ted u hter or sweetheart. This 
Not a wife, mo~har, a g 
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is not a show for men only. If you thought it was, 
you never made a bigger mistake in your life. 'tJ'y 
wife is a member of our troupe, and I respect her 
as much as any of you respect your wife. Now go, 
and as you pass out, get your money at the ticket 
office." 

Then the crew, discouraged, turned out the 
lights and went to bed . Hours later there was a 
ruckus on the bank. The men were there with their 
women and wanted their show. French lighted up, 
seated them in his nightshirt and put on a show 
that lasted until after midnight . After that he 
made a friendly speech telling them that what they 
had seen was the kind of show they could always 
expect from him. The word traveled up and down the 
rivers; his reputation was established. 

In 1887 French built his second New Sensation , 
also in Cincinnati. The auditorium was big enough 
to accommodate 200 opera chairs. There was a canvas 
drop, rolled from backstage, painted with an Italian 
water scene. Wing flats furnished extra scenery. 
The windows were bordered with wine and blue cathedral 
glass, and on the outside of the boat between the 
windows there were large pictures of birds, beasts, 
acrobats, freaks and characters from classical drama 
painted in vivid colors. A calliope, the first 
since Chapman's Floating Circus Palace, and the 
second ever on a showboat, was installed on the roof 
of the Texas. Best of all, French bought a steam 
tug, the Sentinel, to push the Sensation, and this 
made it possible to reach new audiences up the 
tributary rivers. 

With the launching of the second New 
Sensation, a pattern was established that was to 
be common with all the showboats. Since the use of 
the tug made the arrival at destinations reliable, 
some planning could be done. An advance man 
traveled in a speed launch, putting up posters 
in towns along the way and seeing to it that the 
mayor, the town marshall, the postmaster and any
body else of importance got free tickets. Around 
ten or eleven in the morning the calliope could 
be heard in the distance playing "The Blue Alsatian 
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Mountains" or "Oh, Dem Golden Slippers. 1I Dogs barked , 
children ran and a general hubbub stirred the air as 
t he showboat was nosed into her landing. In t h e early 
afternoon the crew got on their band uniforms and 
marched through the town blowing their cornets and 
horns and the "tuby" and beating the big bass drum 
to advertise the show some more, in case there was 
anybody left who did not already know about it. Back 
on the boat after the parade they threw a line over
board for catfish, mended costumes, took a nap or 
just generally shot the breeze until a couple of 
hours before show time. Then they put on their 
uniforms again and gave a concert on the bank by 
the gangplank, while Callie French , dressed as an 
old lady, did her tightrope act on a line stretched 
be tween two poles on the Texas. 

One of the handbills from this period 
reads as follows: 

New Songs, Dances, Burlesques, 
Duets, Refrains, Magical Metamorphoses 
and Farces. 

************************************** 

The Couch of the Angels 

by 

The Great Frenches 

In Their Incantation Diabolique 

************************************** 

Cunningham and Curran, Dancers Acro
bats, High-Kic~ers, American Clog, 
Waltz Clog, Irlsh Comedians and 
General Performers. 

Introducing Their Celebrated Boxing Match 

************************************** 

Sidney Allen, Acrobat, Tumbler and 
Comedian. 
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************************************** 

Three Hours of Solid Entertainment. 
Everybody Pleased. Elevated Seats, 
stage and All That Goes to Make a 
Genteel, Legitimate Entertainment . 

************************************** 

Tickets 
Children under 10 years 
Reserved Seats 
Doors Open at 7. Curtain 

25 cts 
15 cts 
10 cts 

at 8. 
extra 

There were always plenty of intermissions 
for selling chewing gum, peanuts and, of course, 
candy at ten cents a box, with a prize in every box. 
When there was not a song or dance between the acts, 
the stage was covered with a display of blankets, 
lamps and kewpie dolls for the lucky prize winners. 
The evening ended with an aftershow vaudeville olio 
featuring the entire company. 

Doubling was a way of life on the showboat. 
The captains used to say that they were playing from 
the Dublin edition . Not only did everybody double 
in brass as a part of the band, but the owner was 
the captain, leading man and director, his wife the 
leading lady, ticket seller and calliope player, 
their daughter the juvenile, and the grandmother 
cooked in the kitchen. The fireman on the tug sold 
candy and worked the switchboard and curtain. The 
deckhand and cook's assistant were the ushers. One 
showboat had a cook who was a regular Escoffier, 
but they could only keep him if they let him do 
his female impersonation in the show. Catherine 
Reynolds of the Majestic acted three roles in the 
melodrama, played calliope and piano, sang sentimental 
songs between the acts, sold candy and ushered. The 
dying hero in Kentucky Sue fell with the upper part 
of his body into the wings so that he could play 
his own death music on the fiddle while the rest of 
him still lay stretched out on the stage. 

The core of the personnel aboard a showboat 
was the family who owned it, but everyone of them 
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needed extra hands both on and off the stage . Showboat 
captains advertised in the spring in Billboard or 
The New York Clipper . One such notice read: 

Novelties and people wanted for 
Price's Floating Palace No.2. 
Give full particulars and if you 
double in brass and l owest salary. 

The boats favored couples, because they 
were cheaper and generally caused fewer problems . 
A captain would pay the villain $12 . 00 a week and 
the ingenue $15.00, but a couple might come for 
$20.00 to $25.00 a week. The engineer on the tow
boat could make $60 . 00 a week and the cook $40.00. 
The single men generally lived aboard the tug, the 
married couples on the showboat itself. In spite of 
the low pay, actors liked the showboat work. After 
the first few weeks there were no rehearsals. There 
were no matinees, because the working people along 
the river could not attend them. There were no 
trains to catch or pay fares on, no luggage to haul 
around, no boarding houses to endure . Board and room 
were supplied by the company, and there were not 
many opportunities to spend money in the river towns. 
Many an actor ended the season with a nice little 
nest egg. Nevertheless, there was considerable 
turnover, either of people getting fired because 
they were drunk once too often, or because of argu
ments in those close quarters, or just because 
somebody felt he was not appreciated enough. 

With a steam tug the showboat could cover 
a lot of territory, not just up and down the Ohio and 
Mississippi (the Missouri was too turbulent, but 
some of them tried it anyway), but the Monongahela, 
the Kanawha, the Muskingum, the Kentucky, the Green, 
the Tennessee and especially the Illinois, and 
anywhere else where there was enough water to 
accommodate a twelve-inch draft. They played all 
the usual towns and some that were not so usual, 
like Haunted Hollow Landing, Cow Creek, Owl Hollow 
Run, Petticoat Ripple and Pumpkin Patch Landing. 

In the spring they were up in Pennsylvania 
where the miners were ready for entertainment after 
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a long winter. By the fall they were dow~ in Louisiana 
where the sugarcane and cotton crops had Just been 
harvested and there was plenty of money to spend . 
They penetrated down into t~e b~yous where t he _ 
water lilies piled up so thlck ln front of the boat 
that someone had to be assigned to the bow to cut 
them away, and where every once in a while a snake 
dropped from an overhanging bough onto the deck. 

One adventurous captain even took his 
boat out into the Gulf of Hexico to M.obile Bay and 
up the Alabama and Tombigbee Rivers. But he only 
did it once, because on the way back a sudden squall 
b lew hi m way out into the Gulf, and he managed only 
by sheer luck to back the boat into the lee of an 
island and sit out the storm. 

There were plenty of hazards for showboats 
on the river. Low water, high water, bad weather, 
ice, mud bars, sand bars, logs and heavy tree 
branches hidden under the surface all took their 
toll. But the biggest problem of all was the wind, 
which could blow against their ungainly box of a 
boat to the point that the tug could not keep her unde r 
control. To avoid the morning winds, the showboats 
cast off between 3:00 and 4:00 in the morning for 
their next destination, which was usually not 
more than ten or fifteen miles away. 

, ,Plenty of showboats met their end crushed 
by lce ln the winter or ripped by an unseen log in 
the su~er., One captain suffered his own body into 
a hole ln hlS boat after she ran into a piling at 
Franklin"Louisi~na, at 5 : 00 one morning. He 
wrapp~d hlmself ln a blanket and stayed there, 
sustalned by hot coffee laced with whiskey until 
a wooden stopper could be made to replace him. 

c t' One of,the most colorful of the showboat 
ap alns was Edwln A Price b ' 

Price started in bus1ne ' or~ ln Newport, Kentucky. 
who followed French's N!~ ~!nSaatt17onnty~e hP~otograPher 
sk'ff S 1 ln lS own little 
I 1, Y van Stream and tied up alongside him at t he . 
andlngs,to take advantage of the crowd. He was 

a good plano player as well as a photographer, and 
he soon was welcomed to the orchestra pit in French's 
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show. Not only that, he bought half interest in the 
show. But Price was of a frugal bent, and he sold 
his half interest back to French at the end of th7 
season when there was no more business. Next Sprlng 
h e bought in again and sold again in the fal~. And 
so it went for a couple of more seasons, untll one 
s eason Price sold out too soon and wanted to buy 
b ack in. This time French demurred, and the partner-
s hip was at an end. 

Price then went into the showboat business 
o n his own and bought a boat in Paducah that he 
outfitted exactly like French's New Sensation, down 
to the painted figures of animals and freaks between 
the windows. Price proceeded to follow French 
wherever he went, tying up behind the New Sensation 
with a cheaper show. TO avoid him, French took to 
booking three or four landings for the same night 
a nd then dashing at t h e last minute to the one 
where he really intended to show. Price followed 
t he same tactic, and the result was that a town 
d id not kn ow whether one or the other or both or 
n one would appear. 

Price was a well-known river character, 
a show in himself. He was a short, bandy-legged 
man with mutton-chop whiskers who, whatever the 
s eason, always wore a black alpaca coat and a straw 
hat he had bought for 35 cents. It was said that 
you could te l l the day of the week by the amount of 
s tring, bottle corks and rusty nails in his pockets . 
On Sunday he would wind the twine onto a ball and 
s oak the nails in coal oil. His customers had 
only a few minutes to read the handbill; after 
t hey were finished he would snatch it b ack to use 
a gain. The scenery on his stage was painted on 
both sides for double duty. He was a very excitable 
man, constantly falling into the water. When he 
d id h e would yell, "Don't worry a bout me. Get my 
hat!" In spite of his eccentricities he was a kindly 
man and much loved. Some say he was the model 
f or Captain Andy Hawks in Edna Ferber's novel. 

Both Price and French were enormously 
successful. French went on to own three more New 
Sensations . He died in a hotel room in Cincinnati 
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, 'Gl dale Ohio. Callie, 

in 1902 and was bur~ed ~n en , t' 'n her 
b th a pilot and cap a~n ~ 

who by then was, °d t'l1907 when she sold 
r'ght carr~e on un ~ , 'd t own ~, t' to Price and ret~re 0 

the last New Sensa ~on 
manage a plantation in Alabama. 

Price's frugality paid off handsomely. 
At one point he owned four operating showboats -
the New Sensation, the water Quee~, the New Era 
and the Greater New York. He ret~red to N~wport 
in 1918 after 40 years in the showboat bus~ness. 

French and Price were not the only well
known names in showboats. There were Ralph Waldo 
Emerson Gaches, W. R. Markle, Eugene Eisenbarth, 
Bill Menke of Cincinnati, the third owner of French's 
New Sensation, and T. J. Reynolds, who built the 
Ma jestic, the last of the showboats which, with her 
tug Attaboy, is tied up at the Cincinnati Public 
Landing today, where she serves as a summer showplace 
for the University of Cincinnati theater department. 

The name best known to me and probably to 
some other menmers of The Literary Club is Billy 
Bryant, who made an annual summer stand in Cincinnati 
during the 1930's. Everybody enjoyed the melodramas, 
the Swiss bell ringers and the tunes on the musical 
saw. Billy's daughter, Betty, sang "The Bird on 
Nellie's Hat" and told corny jokes like, "I tried 
to get my face lifted, but the derrick broke!" 

, The Bryants were a typical showboat family. 
Eng17sh-born father Sam was the son of a gardner at 
Buck~ng~am ~alace. Mother Violet was a child actr~ss 
perform1ng 1n Gilbert and Sullivan operattas. They 
el~ped to America in 1884, when he was 25 and she 
~h1rteen. Sam got a job driving a mule-drawn trolley 
~n Brook~yn. One day the mule spooked and ran away, 
overturn1ng the trolley. He lost a finger in that 
accident, a loss he was to turn to his advantage 
very shortly. 

Bryant worked at a couple of other jobs 
just long enough to save a little capital, ~nd then, 
spurred by his wife who wanted to get back ~nto 
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show business, he bought a horse and covered wagon, a 
Prince Albert, a top hat and a book of magic tricks. 
Then he laid in a supply of oilcloth, felt and wire 
to make "electric belts" and some cayenne pepper and 
gasoline to concoct a liniment. The medicine show 
headed west looking for suckers. 

Billy Bryant's amusing book, Children of 
01' Man River, describes how his father operated. 
After his mother had attracted a crowd by playing 
the guitar and singing some songs, his father came 
out in the top hat and Prince Albert, did a f ew 
magic tricks and then told the people to come closer, 
because he was going to let them in on a secret , 
the secret of how to get rid of pain. Holding 
his mutilated hand, he began his spiel, which 
Billy recounts as follows: 

You can see I've only got three 
fingers on this hand. Neuralgic 
rheumatism got the other one 
before I learned what to do about 
it. I had such pain that I 
couldn't sleep at night, such 
pain that I would writhe and 
scream in torment, like a man 
in a madhouse. Finally the 
doctors, seeing that it was 
about to spread to the rest 
of my body , making a hopeless 
paralytic out of me, cut off 
that finger, took one of the 
members from this body which 
the Good Book says thou shalt 
not mutilate~ If they had 
known, or if I had known then 
what I know today, I'd have 
that finger now. 

A few weeks after I got out 
of the hospital I began to feel 
pain again in my hand. They 
hadn't got the finger off 
soon enough. Before they 
had begun to cut, the poison 
had begun to spread. I knew 
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that if I didn't do somethin~ 
mighty quick I'd lose my han. 

And then by accident I met a 
very wise man -- a prince from 
India a man whose people had 
known' for centuries cures 
which English and American 
doctors haven't heard of yet. 
He told me about certain herbs 
and drugs with magical prop
erties. 

This was the time to bring out the bottle 
filled with gasoline and cayenne pepper. He held 
it up so they could see the label with a colored 
picture of a royal Hindu prince of the blood on it. 
It read: "Dr. Bryant's Magic Liniment. For Soreness, 
Lameness, Neuralgic Rheumatism, Gout, Stiffness, 
Congestion." And in capital letters punctuated 
with an exclamation point, "KEEP AWAY FROM FIRE! " 

Then he would go on to say: 

This liniment, which the prince 
helped me to make in my laboratories, 
cured me in exactly five applica
tions. When I started, my 
fingers were curled up like 
the claws of a chicken. I 
couldn't straighten them out. 
Now you can see for yourselves 
how supple and limber they are. 

After this it was just a roatter of telling 
them that even though he was sure they would gladly 
pay five dollars, he was not going to ask that or 
even three dollars or one dollar. He said, 

No, sir, I want this remedy in 
every home in the land. I want 
its benefits to reach the poor 
as well as the rich. Fifty 
cents, four bits, five dimes 
is all I want you to pay. Take 
three bottles for a dollar, 



so you'll be sure to have it 
on hand when you need it most! 

In spite of his eloquence, Sam Bryant 
was not able to make much of a living for himself 
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and his family, which now included Billy and his 
sister Florence. After a few more years of precarious 
existence out of the wagon, the family booked it-
self as The Four Bryants in concert halls here 
and there, until one day they answered an ad in a 
theatrical journal for a summer job on Price's 
Water Queen. To their delight they were accepted 
and joined the show at Augusta, Kentucky. They 
were an instant hit. Father Sam turned water into 
wine and back again. Mother Violet sang liThe Fatal 
Rose of Redl! with lantern slides and left not a 
dry eye in the house. Billy wowed them with some 
mother-in-law jokes and sang "The Green Grass Grew 
All Around." And Florence sang liThe v.ledding of 
the Lily and the Rose" to resounding applause. 
At the end of the season they were laid off with 
the rest of the cast in New Orleans. But old skin
flint Price must have appreciated them, because 
he paid their fare all the way back to Cincinnati. 

The Bryants were hooked on showboating, 
but they never went back to work for Price, because 
Sam Bryant decided he would build his own boat. 
The best he could do was a shanty boat that had 
to be poled down the river, but they had a tent 
aboard which they would set up on the shore wherever 
there seemed to be good prospects for an audience. 
They earned enough to buy a stearn tug, but then 
both the tug and the shanty boat were wiped out 
in a collision with a raft full of logs at Point 
Pleasant, West Virginia. Sam was ever the good 
talker, and he managed to persuade a banker there 
to help him out. The banker knew about an old 
dump scow that he could get for $25.00 and gave 
him the money to buy it. The whole town got 
interested in the project. The Bryants were 
supplied with old nails, scrap lumber and discarded 
paint buckets with a few inches of paint still 
in them. Every time they found a log floating 
down the river, they tried to fish it over to 
the sawmill to cut it up into lumber. By spring 
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there was a showboat on the landing at Point Pleasant. 
There were no seats, there was no glass in the windows 
and no lights, but there was a roofed-over auditorium 
and a stage. On opening night people came from all 
over the countryside on both sides of the river to 
sit on wooden crates and watch the show. The night's 
receipts were $48.50, a fortune to the Bryants. 
They were launched on a career. 

The Bryant boats were different from the 
others in that they specialized in drama. Not that 
they had any particular talent in this area, but 
the river audience did not know the difference. 
They stuck with the tried and true, the sure-fire 
hits like Tildy Ann, Uncle Torn's Cabin, Bertha the 
Sewing Machine Girl and Little Nell of the Ozarks. 
One time on the suggestion of a school principal 
they even tried Hamlet. They had to cut it consider
ably because there were too many characters in the 
cast, even though Billy doubled in four parts and 
some of the others in two or three. Billy said 
about it in his book, "It's an awful thing to have 
to stand out on the platform and talk for two hours 
and not know the true meaning of one blessed thing 
you have said." After it was over, he said, "The 
audience seemed to be in a stupor, as if they had 
been gassed or something." 

The biggest doubling problem the Bryants 
had was in East Lynne, which Billy described as 
"strictly a suffering and dying entertainment." He 
said that the characters died or were murdered so 
fast that as soon as one person died he had to 
run backstage, put on another suit or mustache and 
come on again as another character. 

In the summer of 1929, with prosperity 
everywhere, the Bryants decided to find out if they 
could ~ake some m~ne~ in one of the big cities, and 
they t~7d up,at C~nc~nnati for a three-day engagement. 
On ~pen~ng n~ght there were only three people in the 
aud~ence. The next night they did not even put on 
a show. On the last of the three nights they decided 
that at least they would go up and enjoy the city a 
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bit, but just at dusk a disabled boat tied up to the 
showboat for repairs. When the owner found out what 
the Bryants were there for, he offered them $25.00 
to put on Ten Nights in a Bar Room for his out-of-
town guests. The company was puzzled that the audience 
laughed at the villain and wildly cheered the hero's 
denunciation of the demon rum, but they were glad 
that they were having a good time. After the show 
the cast was invited aboard the other boat for a 
party and found out that the city folks had taken 
the show for a satire and praised them for being 
smart showmen. Billy Bryant did not argue. It 
turned out that one of the people in the part was 
Moses Strauss, managing editor of the Times Star. 
The next day there was a four-column head about the 
showboat with an enthusiastic review. From then 
on they played to capacity audiences. Each summer 
was devoted entirely to Cincinnati for many years. 
Certainly the success of the 1927 Kern and Hammerstein 
musical based on Edna Ferber's novel and of the 
movie that shortly followed it did not do the 
Bryant's any harm. 

Thus an American tradition of show business 
which had brought a glimpse of a world outside their 
own to hundreds of small river communities was trans
formed by a more sophisticated generation into some
thing to be viewed from a distance, another quaint 
aspect of a simpler past, and the subject for Ph.D. 
dissertations or Literary Club papers. In a world 
where railroads, automobiles and especially the 
movies now made it possible to break out of rural 
confinements the role of the showboat was ended. 




