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CHAPTER 1

Powers of Steam

On the upper Connecticut they will tell you the very first steamboat to float on American waters was not Robert Fulton’s Clermont, as the schoolbooks say, but Aunt Sally, a teakettle of a craft, which in 1792 or 1793 chuffed between Orford, New Hampshire, and Fairlee, Vermont, at a steady five miles an hour. The pioneering vessel was launched by Captain Samuel Morey of Orford, who built a boiler and engine and paddlewheel machinery, all of which he assembled in a very small boat that was just about large enough for himself, a companion, and a basket of firewood.

Fearing ridicule, lest his invention turn out to be a dud, Morey conducted his trial on a Sunday when everyone was at church. As it turned out, Aunt Sally was not a dud. She splashed up the river, belching sparks and flame, and Morey should have sailed into the history books. But, for a variety of reasons, Fulton churned past him, and Samuel Morey is just a footnote in history—except in Orford, where they named a bridge for him: the Samuel Morey Memorial Bridge, crossing the Connecticut River.

Connecticut Yankees (Morey was originally from Hebron, in the northeast corner) were involved with steam navigation from the first. John Fitch, who made his success with a steamboat at Philadelphia in 1787, twenty years before Fulton, was born in Windsor about a mile from the Connecticut River. As early as 1813, the waterway had passenger service, with the steamboat Little Julianna plying between Hartford and Middletown, making three hours on the downriver trip and four on the upriver run. A few years later, Experiment thrashed from Middletown all the way to Saybrook, at an average speed of six miles an hour. Experiment was aptly named, for instead of the usual paddlewheels, she was propelled by a “flapping frame of oars like the wings of a bird.” Loud snorting and puffing proclaimed her approach, while clouds of steam enveloped passengers as they moved along. Still, Experiment was popular with the traveling public, offering the first pleasure trips on Long Island Sound.

Before Fitch and Morey, the closest approach to steam navigation on the Connecticut River was John Silliman’s “team ferry.” This ingenious craft, which made its appearance on the river in 1784, consisted of two scows or flatboats lashed together with a platform upon which horses walked ’round and ’round, giving power to paddlewheels on each side. “The waterwheels perform the service of oars and carry the craft at three miles an hour,” the Hartford Courant wrote.

Silliman made quite a splash, working his way up the river without the aid of sail, oar, or pole.



[image: Robert Fulton’s pioneering steamboat, popularly called Clermont (after his financier Robert Livingston’s Hudson River estate), made history on August 17, 1807, chugging from New York to Albany, a distance of 150 miles, in thirty-two hours. Returning to New York City, the distance was covered in thirty hours.]
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A high point was carrying the mayor and aldermen of Hartford on an excursion to Wethersfield. Then, one morning off Chester the boat hit a snag and sank with a valuable load of grain aboard. The mishap tarnished Silliman’s reputation, cutting short his career. Still, word of his invention spread, and similar horse-powered craft appeared in New York and New Jersey. Connecticut’s own John Fitch operated a team ferry on the Delaware River with four horses instead of two.

Fitch is better known for his steamboat. A bronze plaque in the marble lobby of the Hartford State Capitol commemorates the Windsor-born clock-maker who was “the first to apply steam successfully to the propulsion of vessels through water.” In 1787, Fitch built a steamboat that carried thirty passengers twenty miles up the Delaware River in three hours and ten minutes. Another Fitch steamship made the voyage between Burlington, Bristol, and Bordentown throughout the summer of 1790. It was simply called “The Steamboat,” there being no other in the world at the time.


[image: Steamboat sign for the aptly named Experiment, the first passenger steamer to offer regular service on the Connecticut River. The vessel plied between Middletown and Saybrook, as well as offering excursions on Long Island Sound.]
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Benjamin Franklin was astonished. “We have no philosophical news here at present,” he wrote, after witnessing the steamboat trial in Philadelphia, “except that a boat moved by a steam engine rows itself against the tide in our river and it is apprehended that it can be made so simply and improved upon to be generally useful.”

While Fitch’s steamboats were useful, the gaunt, shabby inventor struggled to find backers. His quarrelsome personality got in the way. Also, few had worse luck. Several of his steamboats, including his largest boat, Perseverance, were wrecked in storms.

Unable to raise the funds to rebuild the vessel, Fitch traveled to Paris, hoping to interest the French government in steam navigation. The new republic, coping with a revolution, had more pressing matters to deal with, so Fitch left for England, where he met Joel Barlow, another Nutmegger. Among his polymath interests, the American diplomat and poet pondered applying steam power to ship propulsion. Barlow had written a long and tedious patriotic epic titled “The Vision of Columbus,” but he got right to the point with Fitch: Would he consider leaving his steamboat plans behind? He had friends who might be interested. Fitch agreed, and Barlow quickly passed on the drawings to one Robert Fulton, his best friend, known as “Old Toot,” for his steam obsession. Fulton, who borrowed from everyone, is believed to have incorporated Fitch’s ideas into his steamboat designs, along with Morey’s.


[image: One of John Fitch’s early steamboats, which chuffed across Collect Pond in New York in the late 1700s. THE NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY.]
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THE GENIUS OF SAMUEL MOREY

Samuel Morey was born in Hebron, Connecticut, traveling up to Orford, New Hampshire, as a lad in a sleigh driven by his father. As a boy he was always tinkering with one thing or another, and at twelve was so adept at repairing and improving things that he was known as “Mr. Fix-it.” His first patent for a steam-powered roasting spit was signed by George Washington.

Morey is credited with building the first internal combustion engine powered by vapors of turpentine. He also built a stern-driven steamboat, which he piloted all the way from Hartford to New York, the first long-distance voyage in a steam-propelled craft. The Hudson River aristocrat and steamboat entrepreneur Robert R. Livingston traveled on Morey’s boat, and afterward invited him to New Jersey to invent a way to make steamboats go faster.


[image: Design for a steam-powered ferryboat by Robert Fulton, circa 1810. THE NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY DIGITAL COLLECTIONS.]
Design for a steam-powered ferryboat by Robert Fulton, circa 1810. THE NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY DIGITAL COLLECTIONS.



After several attempts, Morey put the paddlewheel on the side and built a prototype steamboat, expecting that it would lead to the formation of a steamship company. But the company never materialized, and the idea for the side paddlewheel passed into the hands of Livingston’s business partner, Robert Fulton. Of the experience Morey would later write: “I recollect to have had repeated conversations with Chancellor Livingston and Fulton on the subject. The Chancellor once visited me at this place at his own expense and at his request I went once to see him at Clermont [Livingston’s Hudson River estate]. I have often made passage on steamboats and do not see in their construction any new principle; and it seems particularly hard that the originator of these improvements, by which Messrs. Livingstone and Fulton were enabled to succeed, should have had his rights overlooked.”


“A NEW AND CURIOUS MACHINE”

HARTFORD COURANT,

JULY 13, 1784

There has lately been invented and made upon an entirely new construction by a Gentleman in this state, a Float or Water-Craft, rowed by two horses. It arrived Friday at the Landing in this city. In the construction of this new and curious machine, the two scows are lashed together with a platform on top of them; on this platform is erected the machinery, consisting of horizontal cog-wheel and trundle wheel, which being moved by two horses slowly walking circularly on the platform, give motion to one water wheel on each side of the Float. The water-wheels perform the service of oars [and] carry the craft at three miles an hour. The machinery is simple, not expensive, and the whole easily managed. It has attracted attention of the ingenious in mechanics, and is deemed an invention, which, if duly patronized and perfected, will be highly useful to inland navigation.

It was said that after Silliman’s ferry [sank] while transporting grain, its owner managed to float it and tow it to a mudflat in Chester where her rotting timbers were seen many years later.





Fitch, meanwhile, returned to America where he built a beautiful working model of a paddle steamer, but was unable to raise the capital to finance full-scale construction. It was the last straw. “The day will come when some more powerful man will get the name and riches from my invention, but nobody will believe that poor John Fitch can do anything worthy of attention,” he wrote. Impoverished and alone, Fitch gulped down poison one summer night in 1798. He had asked to be buried where he might hear steamboats passing.
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CHAPTER 2

Captain Bunker

The first passenger steamship to paddle through Long Island Sound to Saybrook and on up the Connecticut River carried sails to help the steam. Her hull was black, and on deck was a little less machinery than would power a cotton mill. But her copper boiler was kept polished to the last degree of brightness. “She made a terrific noise when in motion, but moved so slowly, she was once five hours going from Providence to Newport,” George Henry Preble wrote of the steamboat Fulton, which came wheezing and puffing up the Connecticut in 1815.

Men tossed their hats in the air and women waved handkerchiefs as the 134-foot side-wheeler kicked her way up to Hartford on Election Day, May 15. For shipbuilders of the old port of Middletown, a steamboat comfortably paddling past sloops and schooners was an ominous sight. Still, cannons boomed a welcome salute. At Hartford, a crowd of seven thousand shouted an enthusiastic welcome when Fulton came panting up to the dock.

“On Thursday morning, the inhabitants of this town, and the people, collected on account of the Election, were gratified by the arrival in the river opposite the city, of the elegant Steam-Boat Fulton, which regularly plies between New York and New Haven, with a load of passengers for those places,” the Hartford Courant reported. “The novelty and elegance of this vessel attracted universal attention, and it is supposed that on that day and the next morning, not less than seven or eight thousand persons were on board of her, who were treated with great attention and respect by Captain Bunker.”



[image: Early steamboats were modeled on sailing sloops, with a broad beam and carved figurehead jutting out over the waves. Awnings were erected fore and aft for passengers to gather in the open air and enjoy the scenery. Meanwhile, the captain or his mate stood on deck in all kinds of weather, steering with a tiller. This was later substituted with a wheel forward near the bow for better visibility, but no one saw the need to enclose it in a wheelhouse.]
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Tall and lean, with a solemn gaze, Elihu Bunker had “more the look of a parson than a sailor.” Aboard his steamships were posted a list of regulations, “which if properly enforced, were well calculated to keep the passengers in good order.” Among the forbidden articles were “playing at



[image: Connecticut ports were well positioned to profit from the new steam technology, lying just east of the burgeoning metropolis of New York City, now linked to Long Island Sound by steamboats. Steam navigation boomed after 1824, when the Fulton-Livingston steamboat monopoly was finally struck down by the Supreme Court in the landmark Gibbons v. Ogden decision. Prior to that, Connecticut boats were forced to unload their passengers at Stamford, where they caught a stage to the city.]
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cards and smoking in the cabin.” He once scolded a group of Methodists for singing hymns while passengers were trying to sleep. But in the early days of steam navigation, there was no more able mariner.

Captain Bunker was the first skipper to take a steamboat through the dreaded waters of Hell Gate, the narrow passage where the tides rush in and out of Long Island Sound. “A very violent and impetuous current,” Washington Irving called it, “boiling in whirlpools: raging and roaring in rapids and breakers: and, in short, indulging in all kinds of wrong-headed paroxysms.” Even Robert Fulton, collaborator in the scheme to bring steamboats to Long Island Sound, had serious doubts, pronouncing Bunker’s steamboat design “a failure more than one hundred times.”


[image: Tall, slim, tousle-haired Robert Fulton started out as a painter before switching to engineering and invention. The young inventor met the Hudson River aristocrat Robert Livingston in Paris in 1802, when the latter was serving as minister of France under Thomas Jefferson. They joined forces to design and build a successful steamboat, the Clermont or North River, launched in 1807. It was Livingston’s political connections that enabled the entrepreneurs to obtain a monopoly for steamboat transportation in New York waters, from which both would profit immensely.]
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Bunker is a celebrated name in Nantucket whaling. An uncle, Solomon Bunker, once returned aboard the American Hero with the largest sperm oil cargo ever brought into the United States. Elihu Bunker himself was a mate on a sealing voyage aboard the Rebecca (1797–1799), traveling to Cape Verde, the Falklands, and Mocha Island off the west coast of Chile. His log includes the usual weather entries, but also records the death of a crew member from smallpox, and Bunker’s own near drowning when his dory was capsized by a wave. There were also months living under a leaky auxiliary boat while more permanent dwellings were constructed. This is probably why Captain Bunker in later years determined that no passenger under his command would suffer the least privation, and his boats were known for their luxurious accommodations.


[image: Washington Irving described Hell Gate, the narrow passage where the tides rush in and out of Long Island Sound, as “boiling in whirlpools: raging and roaring in rapids and breakers: and, in short, indulging in all kinds of wrong-headed paroxysms.” With its rips and rills churning about Pot Rock, Hell Gate was considered an impossible obstacle for a steam-powered craft to overcome until Captain Elihu Bunker powered through in 1815. Undoubtedly, Bunker waited for a favorable tide; however, the following year, he took another steamboat, the Connecticut, through with considerable head tide, though it took him three tries.]
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It was Elihu Bunker who built the first packet sloop on the Hudson designed expressly for passenger traffic, the 110-ton Experiment, launched in 1806. The elegant sloop was the first to furnish beds and bedding for passengers, this at a time when travelers were expected to provide their own articles of comfort. Experiment boasted a cherry-paneled dining saloon sixty feet long, flanked by elegant men’s berths. Forward was a bar “like that of a coffee-house,” where the passengers could buy “wine, bottled porter, ale, segars [sic], and such articles as were not included in the passage-money.” Experiment was also the first passenger vessel to offer separate ladies’ cabins in the after-end, away from the boisterous men’s saloon. Fare to Albany was $5, “including spirits.”

Unfortunately, the venture was ill-timed. A year after Experiment was launched, in 1807, Fulton’s North River steamboat (popularly called Clermont) started chugging from New York to Albany. Two years later, Fulton launched the larger and more elegant Car of Neptune. Travel on steamboats was pleasant and socially charming. Orchestras were introduced, with cotillions held on the main deck. Experiment, however stylish, could not compete with the new conveyance.

Undeterred, Bunker launched a rival steamboat line in defiance of the Fulton-Livingston monopoly. In 1810, Hope and Perseverance were placed on the route opposite the Fulton vessels. The new boats were well patronized, and Bunker’s line was beginning to show a profit, until Fulton sued, complaining bitterly of “the twenty-pirates who have clubbed their purses and copied my boats and actually started my invention in opposition to me.” It was a victory of the monopolists, at least for the time being, and Fulton had the satisfaction of knowing that by order of the courts, Hope and Perseverance would be destroyed.

Drained of cash and thoroughly disgusted, Elihu Bunker left for Long Island. His movements are unclear, but it seems he did some hard thinking, for a few months later he was back in New York, this time with a proposition for Fulton: to join forces in building a steamboat that would capture some of the lucrative Boston–New York passenger trade through Long Island Sound.

Fulton was cautious by nature. He always insisted on copper boilers for his vessels, and during the War of 1812 he’d had buckets of copper pennies melted down for the purpose.



[image: The East River in the 1830s fairly bristled with wharves, about which clustered full-rigged sailing ships as well as steamboats. Peck’s slip can be seen at the foot of Ferry Street, just up from Fulton Street, where the famous fish market is still held.]
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As for a steam-driven vessel on Long Island Sound, the inventor had his doubts. He built his steamboats with flat bottoms to provide a platform for the heavy machinery, but such a craft would not hold up in the choppy waters of the Sound. So, Bunker designed a steamboat with a V-shaped hull, much like the whaleships he knew.

“Fulton was to be no mere river steamer, but one which could cope with Long Island Sound as well as buck the Hell Gate current on the way out,” steamboat historian Melancthon W. Jacobs wrote. “[She] was stoutly constructed almost to ocean-going specifications—134 feet long, 34-foot beam, and with a round bottom, something that was new with steamboats.”

Fulton’s keel was laid in March of 1812. To celebrate, Bunker invited several veteran sea captains to raise a glass to the enterprise. Inspecting Captain Bunker’s steamboat plans, one of the old salts pronounced her a “stout vessel, which would do well in fair weather.” But, he added, “she will never survive a gale!”


[image: Both the steamboats Traveller and Champion, pictured in this broadside from 1851, ran on the Connecticut River. Passengers had the option of disembarking at New Haven to catch a train to Hartford or proceeding by water.]
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“A VILLAIN DETECTED,”

HARTFORD COURANT,

NOVEMBER 14, 1815

Thursday morning last, about an hour after the gentleman who lodged at Butlers Hotel, in New Haven, had left that place for New York, in the Steamboat Fulton, Mr. Harry Butler discovered that his money desk had been broken open and rifled of its contents of $500 and the house robbed of 12 dozen large and small silver spoon[s], a watch and other plate[s]. Suspicion immediately fastened upon one of his lodgers, who had risen in the night, had been absent an hour, and in the morning had gone aboard the Steamboat.

Mr. Butler immediately left New Haven in a sulky, and by changing horses often, reached New York in the afternoon, a distance of 82 miles, one hour before the Steamboat. He employed two constables to assist him; hired a small boat; and met the Steamboat soon after she came round Corlears Hook, went on board and there disclosed the nature of his business.

The passengers all readily consented to a search and Captain Bunker kept the boat in the stream until it could be accomplished. Mr. Butler, beginning with the man he suspected, found upon him a part of his ill-gotten plunder
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