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In April 1819, the Johnsons’ steamboat Expedition became the first steam-
powered vessel to ascend the Kentucky River to Leestown near Frankfort, and
later the Calhoun, Johnson, and Exchange also made trips to the Leestown ware-
houses, taking on hemp rope and other materials supplied to the Army. The
Johnsons’ steamboats reached St. Louis in May 1819, boarded troops and sup-
plies, and steamed up the Missouri River in company with the Western Engi-
neer, an armored steamboat built by the Army Corps of Engineers at Pittsburgh.
These steamboats reached Council Bluffs, Iowa, on the Missouri River before
Congress terminated the military expedition’s funding.®

The Johnsons contracted for construction of a second steamboat, the Provi-
dence, on the Kentucky River at Leestown in 1819, and Captain Isaac Lansdale
of Lexington loaded this boat at Leestown in May 1820 and piloted it to New
Orleans. Transporting 150 tons, the Providence was 150 feet long and 30 feet
wide with a 9-foot draft. In addition to its steam engine, it had two masts and
sails, indicating that the shipwrights who had built schooners on the Kentucky
River before the War of 1812 also built the early steamboats. Other early steam-
boats on the Kentucky River included the 106-ton Governor Shelby, and the
200-ton George Madison, which occasionally ascended the river at high water
stages.”’

The early steamboats did not attempt ascending the ripples past Fishtrap
Island from Leestown upstream to the Frankfort wharf. When the George Madi-
son arrived at Frankfort from Louisville in February 1820, therefore, a newspa-
per reported: “The river being full, the citizens had an opportunity of witnessing
for the first time, the operations of a Steam Boat before our town. She returned
on the same day, as far as Leestown for the purpose of receiving her loading,
and left that place on Monday, the 21st for New Orleans. We understand she
was loaded by Col. J. Johnson, with supplies for the government.”?

Inspired by the advent of steamboat commerce, Governor Gabriel Slaugh-
ter urged the Kentucky legislature to fund the removal of obstructions to navi-
gation from the Commonwealth’s rivers. “When it is considered that most of
our fertile lands are distant from the Ohio, and that we are dependent on our
smaller rivers for the transportation of the greater part of our surplus produc-
tion to market,” Slaughter urged, “the improvement of their navigation seems
to demand the serious consideration and attention of the legislature.”*

Learning that the Frankfort and Leestown warehouses exported commodi-
ties worth $324,164 in 1818 and the five warehouses along the lower river ex-
ported tobacco worth $122,500, while these warehouses also received $312,630
worth of imported sugar, salt, wine, iron, fish, and assorted dry goods and
groceries by river, the Kentucky legislature appropriated $40,000 for remov-
ing obstructions from river channels, allotting $10,000 of this fund to improv-
ing the Kentucky River and its South Fork. Dividing the Kentucky into three
sections for administration, state commissioners employed workers and pur-
chased axes, crosscut saws, and blasting powder for the project. They cleared
snags from the Kentucky’s channel, removed fishtrap dams, blasted away ob-
structive rocks, and built timber dams to guide river flow and boats through
ripples and shoals. Much of the appropriation went to excavate a deeper chan-
nel past Fishtrap Island to ease the passage of steamboats from Leestown up
to the Frankfort wharf. The legislature provided no funds to maintain this
project, however, and floods soon filled the excavations with gravel and washed
new snags and boulders into the river’s channel. Subsequent assessment noted
that this project was undertaken “without scientific surveys and the conse-
quence was a useless waste of money.”*

The Pioneer Navigation
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