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~{hen t he Sprague left St. Louis after being fitted with her sternwheel in 
1902, she was 318 feet long, with a deck of 275 feet, a beam of 61 feet, and a 
hull depth a t midships of 7.4 feet . She was powered by 28-inch and 63-inch di
ameter by 12-foot stroke tamdam compound condensing engines . The pittman was 
30 inches wide, 24 inches deep, and 50 feet long. Originally, the sternwheel 
was 40 feet in diameter, but it was soon cut to 38 feet to increase her RPM 
from nine to eleven. The immense pilot ~~~heel was 13 . 5 feet in diameter. 

Over the years, the Spr ague has always been painted whi te, although dif
ferent colors have been used for trim. Under the o~mership of the Monongehela 
Coke and Coal Company her trim was palnted as follows : hull, red; paddle wheel , 
red with white ironwork; roof, black; pilothouse nameboards, black with gold 
letters; stern bulkhead, white with a large black sign lettered in white; hog 
chains and braces, white; chimney stacks , pipes, and other ironwork, black; 
pilothouse interior, light green . 

Shortly after the Sprague was taken to Vicksburg, she was altered in 
order to provide space for the Little Theater's melod r amatic performances . 
Removal of the boilers to allow for a stage caused the bow to rise nearly 
three feet . To counteract this imbalance and to prevent driftwood from 
snagging, the four massive ten-ton rudders were removed from the stern . 
Prior to the devastating fire in 1974, the Sprague ' s hull had been rep lated 
and ~as to undergo a general renova tion in the near future. Now the gian t 
towboat rests on the banks of the Yazoo Diversion Canal with the upper deck 
gone, the stacks tumbled, and the forward superstructure buckled . Al though 
the Sprague appears to be a sad derelict, she is not abandoned by the con
cerned citizens of Vicksburg who are once again striving to save her through 
legislative appropriations and fund-raising efforts . 
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The largest and most powerful steam towboat ever constructed , the Sprague 
is also significant for its role in the development of commerce and transportation 
during the first quarter of the t wentieth century . It remains today a symbol of 
the great era of river trade in the United States . 

By the second half of the nineteenth century , the towing of barges had begun 
to shetv great promise for the transporting of bulk commodities. Coal to fuel in
dustry was moved do\rostream from the vast fields along the Monongehela River in 
Pennsylvania . ~fuen the opening of new mines farther south forced the consolida
tion of northern producers, the Monongehela River Consolidated Coal and Coke 
Company (commonly called the Combine) was organized, with a tremendous investment 
in the means of distributioa as well as of production . Because there were few 
locks and dams, the movement of traffic dmmstream \vas dependent on periodic rises 
in the river, and it Has in order to take full advantage of the river stages that 
the Combine set about to build a towboat capable of pushing tremendous amounts of 
coal at one time. 

On December 4, 1901, the Dubuque Boat and Boiler Works launched the Sprague , 
which was christened in honor of Peter Sprague, marine construction superin tendent 
of her o\Yner, the Combine. Because the tremendous length of the Sprague precluded 
passage of Keokuk Lock with the sternwheel in place, the boat was towed to St . Louis, 
where the wheel was fitted in June, 1902. After suffering a collision on an ill
fated maiden run to Cairo, Illinois, in September of the same year, the Sprague 
was taken to Pittsburgh for considerable alteration to strengthen her structure 
and improve the signal system. The Sprague left Pittsburgh in March, 1903, with 
twenty-five loads, picked up twenty-six more at Sand Island, and left for New 
Orleans on what would be her first completed run . After returning to Pittsburgh 
for still more alteration, the Sprague set her first record in Hay, 1904, by 
pushing 53,200 tons of coal. In February, 1907, she broke her o\Yn record and 
set the world record with a sixty-unit, 67,307-ton tow covering an area of eight 
acres and measuring 1,125 feet by 312 feet . 

Ironically, the Sprague may hold records for tows lost as well as those 
successfully carried. In 1904 a tow of empties was lost on the falls at Louisville 
when the stcnmer blew n cylinder head . The next year, 1,200,000 bushels of coal, 
or appro. · imatcly 34, 200 tons were lost . 1hen, after a Jong period free of acci 
dents, the Sprag11C demolished thirty-five barges containing app roximately 53,200 
t ons of coal, \vhen her tow struck a stone dike at Island 30 above Osceola, Arkansas . 
This wreck formed another island in he lississippi for a time . 
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c'uster, Jack. The Steamer Sprague . Vicksburg, Hiss. : Vicksburg Harbor 

Commission, n.d. 

Personal Inspection of Sprague remains by William C. Wright, Historical 
Archaeologist , October 15, 1976. 
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Because of terrific losses from wrecks and compe t i t ion from the r a i l road, t he ----~ 

Combine abandoned the towing business in 1916 . The Sprague was so l d t o the Aluminum 
Ore Company of St . Louis, which used the t owboat to push ba uxi t e from Baux ippi , 
Arkansas , north and return with general car go south . Al uminum Ore Company so ld 
t he Sprague t o Standard Oil Co~pany in 1925 to tow crude oi l to t he r ef ineries a t 
Ba t on Rouge . 

The Sprague is \vell remembered for the humanitarian service she render ed dur i ng 
t he great .1ississippi River flood of 1927 , by transporting about 20 , 000 refuge es on 
emp t y barges from inundated Greenville to the safety of Vicksburg ' s hills , where the 
Red Crosn had established a "ten t city . " It was also in 1927 t hat the Sprague su f 
fered her first and only accident with fatalities . Thirty- five miles upriver f r om 
Vicksburg she struck a shoal with a tow of ten barges containing 100 , 000 bar rels 
of crude oil , and the resulting explosion cost the lives of a mate and three deck
hands . The pilot managed to disengage the Sprague and save all but four ba r ges . 

During World War II the Sprague was used contjnuously for the transpor ting of 
oil , but the close of the war ended the steam era and ushered in a new diesel era 
for river transportation . The more efficient diesel towboat required only one-t hird 
t he cre\v of a steamer, and the Sprague , nm• almost half a century old , was found 
obsolete and no longer economical . In late 1947, news of her impending end and s ub
sequent scrapping was announced . After a decommissioning service at Memphis on 
March 5 , 1948 , the proud old steamer , which had traveled a distance equal t o fo rty 
t imes around the equator , set out on a final run to Baton Rouge \vith a tow o f empty 
barges . 

A reprieve came in tine from the concerned citizens of Vicksburg , Mississippi , 
a town which also owes its parentage to the river . A committee arranged to purchase 
t he Sprague from Standard Oil Company for the sum of ten dollars, and the old ster n
wheeler was given a new home on the waterfront of Vicksburg , where it would serve a s 
t he setting for the annual melodrama of the Vicksburg Little Theater . Since her 
arrival at Vicksburg , the Sprague has been used not only for Little Theater perform
ances , but also for a river museum, a meetingplace, and the home of the Vicksbur g 
Yach t Club . She provided a setting for the movie "Showboat" and became a major / 
attraction when she was towed to Pittsburgh for that city ' s bicentennial celebration . 1 

Tragedy struck the Sprague on the night of April 15 , 1974, when fire des troyed 
most nf tl1e boat's superstructure . After surviving forty-seven years of towing car gos 
as different as coal and 1odel-T Fords, and suffering collisions , groundings , and 
exp1osion, the Sprague now rests, ingloriously beached on the banks of the Yazoo 
Dlversion Canal . rlany of Vicksburg ' s concerned citizens are once again trying t o 
save this s:mbol of he golden river era through legislative appropriations and 
contributions toward a restoration . 
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