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Owensboro was not on the original list of stops. I woke up at 06:00, but it was really 07:00 as we 

had set the clocks back one hour last night. We are now in the Central Time Zone.

I went on deck and was shocked to find it soaking wet and the sky all cloudy overcast. The 

weatherman had lied to us. The good news is that it was warm and it did not rain during our stay.

I went to the riverlorian’s talk from 08:00 to 09:00. About five minutes in I started giving the 

lecture to myself as he had delivered it the week before. But, I did learn one important point. That 

which I have been calling a gangplank, is more correctly referred to as a Landing Stage.

I grabbed a bowl of cereal and a juice before going into town.

Owensboro is much bigger than it looks. It has a population of 50,000 but it is really spread out 

following a big gentle curve in the Ohio.

But, its major claim to fame is that it took over the rights to produce Ragout Spaghetti Sauce from 

Rochester, NY.

The distances were far too much for a walk around town so I got a 09:15 HOHO ticket and sped off 

to the Western Kentucky Botanical Garden. On the way out the local guide told us Johnny Depp and 

Florence Henderson were both from Owensboro. AND, the Everly Brothers grew up just a few miles 

away.

The Botanical Garden was about two miles out of town in the midst of corn fields. It had one 

flowering shrub I had never seen before and a man told me it was Crepe Myrtle. It does not grow 

much north of here. They had an Orchid House and a lovely rose garden. Benches were scattered 

about so that it made for a tranquil setting.

Flowers always make for good photos, especially with diffuse lighting. The garden was sprinkled 

with giant bugs that a local man makes by welding metal.

Then the HOHO took us to the Museum of Fine Art. It was a very nice exhibition with some amazing

stained glass produced by the German. He had one window dedicated to the Hubertus Verein. I had 

been on a German Army Hubertusfahrt in Westphalia in 1965 so I knew that St Hubert was the 



Patron Saint of Hunting. The curator was impressed that I could read German and that I knew about

St Hubert. I did not tell her that I had copied the German Army idea and run a Hubertusfahrt in 

Cyprus in the spring of 1968. The format was a road rally with a jeep-based team from each of the 

UN Contingents. The Turks and Greeks co- operated by not fighting during the event.

There was quite an exhibit on the importance of coal to Kentucky. They call it Kentucky Gold. There 

was a lovely pencil drawing of Loretta Lynn, the coal miner’s daughter and Ernest Tubb. I am no fan 

of country music, but even I recognized the names.

The next stop was the International Bluegrass Museum. Well, I have to admit that I went only out of 

idle curiosity. I really cannot stand that sort of twangy music. The major attraction to me was the 

door with a big sign proclaiming it to be the route to the Tornado Shelter. I immediately wondered 

what would happen to a river boat in a tornado. I will have to ask the riverlorian.

Fortunately, the Blue Grass Museum was not extensive so I beat a hasty retreat to the Museum of 

Science and History across the street.

This second museum was mainly for school children. I think the norm is for a teacher to bring the 

class for a staged talk on each exhibit. So, it did not take me long to whistle through.

On the coach back to the boat the guide told us the American Queen was on the front page of the 

local newspaper and that people were flocking down to see it. Owensboro is going through a huge 

makeover, the centrepiece being a brand new Convention Center and hotel complex that is nearing 

completion. Parts of the housing sections are also being renovated, as they were clearly past their 

“best before date”.

I had noticed during our visits around town that the accent is getting thicker and the drawl more 

pronounced. We are clearly in the South.

I got back just in time for the early BBQ on the third deck Front Porch. Owensboro is famous for its 

BBQ’d mutton. So I asked the chef if he had prepared mutton. He admitted he knew what it was, but

that he had avoided it, sticking to the tested recipes. So, I caved in and had a beef burger.

The regular ensemble took the first set on the Front Porch and played all sorts of jazz. I moved to the

back of the boat with a cup of ginger tea. When the noise level dropped I came back to find Bill and 

Laura doing some normal stuff. They did one riverboat song that had been written by none other 

than Elton John.



I also realized that we were not nosed onto the bank. Here they have a proper wharf, albeit only a 

foot about the water. But, it does feature standard bollards.

Just as the BBQ was ending the Captain dropped the lines and we sailed away, our calliope 

entertaining the locals watching from the top of the levee.

At 13:30 I went back to the Grand Salon for The Wulfe Brothers Music – a trip back to the 50s and 

60s. If these guys are truly brothers, then their mother had the small, medium and large versions. 

The MC said they had been together for 37 years. Once again I knew all the lyrics.

They started with Aquarius from Hair. I had seen the show in London in 1972. Then we went 

through Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens, the Big Bopper, Ricky Nelson, Neil Sedaka, Elvis, Diana Ross 

and the Supremes, The Temptations, The Beach Boys, Chubby Checker, The Beatles, and The 

Rolling Stones. It was uncanny how they could replicate the sound of those very different artists.

Then I stayed on for Chuck Parrish’s lecture on the history of navigation on the Ohio River. He is a 

retiree of the US Army Engineers and he knew his subject intimately. He gave us a map detailing the

twenty modern dams and locks from Pittsburgh to Cairo (Care-Oh, Illinois) – with a drop of 450 

feet. At one point there were 51 smaller locks and dams, The modern Ohio is the most engineered in 

the world.

The French explorers called the Ohio “La Belle Riviere”. Early settlers called it “The Highway to 

Hope”.

In the early days navigation was very seasonal and it was a very dangerous river. Settlers built 

flatboats that could carry tremendous loads – one way – downstream. It was not until 1811 when 

Nicolas Roosevelt brought a steamboat onto the Ohio that it was possible to go upstream.

The Falls at Louisville were the only major obstacle on the river. In a length of 2.5 miles a series of 

rapids dropped the river 26 feet. A flatboat could only get over the Falls when there was a lot of 

water in the river. Even then, it was a dangerous undertaking. The City finally had a canal with three

locks built in 1830.

Why did Congress create the US Army Corps of Engineers? Basically, the only American engineers 

were in the US Army and they had all been trained at West Point. Today the Corps is commanded by

a three star general and is part of the Department of Defense.

In 1874 the Corps took over the Falls and expanded the canal from a width of 60 feet to 500 feet.



The early dams were copied from the French wicket dams on the Seine River. When there was lots of

water, the wicket dam lay flat on the river bed. When it was necessary to bring up the water level, 

work boats hooked the wickets and pulled them upright until a support brace fell into a notch to 

keep them upright.

During World War Two a lot of LSTs, LSIs and sub chasers were built on the Ohio. They were too big

to fit through the locks. The ingenious solution was to bring the vessel up to a wicket dam and then 

drop a few centre wickets and have the vessel squirt through the gap.

Over the years the Corps has replaced the older 51 dams and locks. The new locks are 1,200 feet long

and 110 feet wide. They can handle a fifteen barge tow. Coal is 50% of the freight.

There is one final lock system being built at Cairo. The estimated cost is 3 billion dollars and 

Congress keeps messing up the funding.

The dams do not do flood control. Indirectly, they hold back a huge amount of water, but flood 

control was not the raison d’etre – it was all about navigation.

In many respects the Ohio is comparable to the Rhine in beauty and productivity.

In closing, Chuck told us that the Belle of Louisville, that I had photographed yesterday, is almost 

100 years old. In October 2014 the City of Louisville is throwing a big party to celebrate the Belle’s 

100th. The Belle is without a doubt the oldest steamboat in the world. It is amazing in that the 

average life of a steamboat was five years.

Joe Krum followed with a talk on Lewis and Clark. “From the Falls of the Ohio to the Pacific Ocean”. 

Bill had already done this story last week, so it was interesting to get another version to cement the 

facts in place.

Lewis was 29 and Clark 33. Both had served in the military in the Indian Wars. They had also both 

been up and down the Ohio by land. Clark was a surveyor by profession, which helps to explain the 

accuracy of his maps. Lewis had a special keel boat built for the expedition. The two were made 

Captains in the US Army and those who joined were taken into the US Army. This was clearly a 

military expedition.

When they turned into the Missouri, they had to sail, row or pole upstream against the current. 

Sometimes they had to lash a block and tackle to a tree trunk to move the boat up river.



They spent the first winter at Fort Mandan with the friendly Mandan tribe. It was from them that 

they acquired the services of Sacagawea.

Neither officer carried a pistol – instead they carried an eight foot pike that the men could see when 

signals were being passed.

When they got to the Pacific they called their location Cape Disappointment. They were 

disappointed that no trading ships showed up. They had hoped to sail back to Washington. Instead 

they had to walk back the way they had come.

Chuck told us there is a great Jeffersonian Museum underground beneath the Gateway Arch in St 

Louis.

Given all these lectures, I am hoping that I will be given a certificate attesting to my new knowledge 

of the river. I think I now qualify as a River Rat.

I had a light dinner on the Front Porch.

The 20:15 show in the Grand Salon was put on by the “Storefront Congregation”. It was billed as a 

special guest Bluegrass Band from Louisville, KY. I went for a balcony seat so that I could quietly 

sneak away. No need, I liked most of it.

The group was made up of two older men playing a banjo and a guitar. A woman in her early thirties 

played an electronic bass, that sort of looked like a souped up witch’s broomstick. The youngest was 

a twenty something fellow who played this tiny mandolin. By the way, the mandolin was introduced 

by Italian coal miners.

This group had none of the nasal twang I had heard earlier at the Bluegrass Museum. Conspicuously

absent was any fiddler that seems to go with the nasal twang.

These folks had great singing voices and they had some wonderful harmonies. Their sound was soft 

and mellow. They were all good musicians. The young fellow on the mandolin tended to stay out of 

the vocals because he was so busy picking out complicated routines. In fact, he carried a lot of the 

show.

Their repertoire covered material that even I knew by Dolly Parton, Buck Owens, Michael Nesmith 

and Patsy Kline. Bet you don’t remember Nesmith from “The Monkees”.

They did a great version spoofing the signature tune from the Beverly Hillbillies. I well remember 



watching Buddy Ebsen as Jed Clampett.

They finished their show with a rousing version of “Proud Mary”.

I went on deck to watch the night navigation. Two very powerful searchlights, controlled from the 

Pilot House, probed the river banks picking up navigation aids. The pilots clearly do not slavishly 

rely on the radar or GPS.

Ominously I saw a lot of lightning streaking between clouds way south of us. I hope we have a good 

day tomorrow in Henderson, Kentucky.
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