A History of Steamboats

(textbook – p.287)
Before trains, automobiles, and airplanes existed, rivers were used for travel. They carried people and goods from one place to another. River travel was often slow. It depended on river currents, wind, and manpower. That all changed with the invention of steam-powered boats in the late 1700s. Steam-powered boats traveled at the astonishing speed of up to five miles per hour. They soon changed river travel and trade. Before long, more steamboats worked the rivers than the old flatboats. 
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The Clermont, Fulton’s first steamboat, sails up the
[Hudsony River on its run from New Vork Harbor





[image: image2.jpg]


By 1810, flat-bottomed keelboats carried goods along the rivers. Keelboats brought goods to and from small towns to port cities like Mobile and New Orleans. A keelboat’s speed depended on the river’s current. If the river boatmen returned upriver loaded with cargo, they had to pole the boats against the current. One round trip could take as long as nine months! Because the trip upstream was so difficult, keelboat owners often took apart their boats at the port and sold the timber. They would then return home overland. Keelboats served as the most common way of river travel until the middle of the 1800s. Then, the quicker and larger steamboats became more common.
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In 1769, a Scotsman, named James Watt, invented an engine run by steam. Other inventors learned about the steam engine. They began to experiment with using it to run boats. Robert Fulton built the first successful steamboat, the Clermont, in 1807. The Clermont combined the efforts of  Fulton and Robert Livingston. Fulton was born in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. On 17 August 1807, Fulton’s steamboat, the Clermont, made its first voyage. She (the Clermont) traveled 40 miles on the Hudson River from New York to Albany in a record eight hours. After the Clermont’s first voyage, it made regular trips from Albany to New York every four days. Sometimes she carried as many as 100 passengers. Fulton had found a way make steam-powered boats useful and profitable. The age of steamboats began . 
