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THE RED RIVER RAFT
By Norman W. Caldwell

One of the most fascinating chapters in the history of river
transportation and its relation to the western regions is that which
deals with the Red River raft. This great log jam, extending many
miles along the course of the stream, was long an effective barrier
to the navigation of the river and hence a formidable obstacle to
the development of the Red River country. The purpose of this
article is to discuss the origin of the raft and to give in summarized
formbthe story of its conquest. Lack of space will necessitate that
certain broader phases of the subject such as political implications
be minimized.

The raft was undoubtedly of great age. A casual search of
the records relating to the period of French occupancy reveals little
mention of it! We may assume that at that time it had already
retreated above Natchitoches. The Spanish found the river clear at
least that far north. The raft, evidently starting at the mouth of
the river, as will be explained below, had progressed up stream until
by 1833 its lower end was some four hundred miles from the Miss-
issippi. As the obstruction grew and progressed up the river, it
rotted away at its lower end and disintegrated, the river thus be-
coming clear again.? The raft was thus like a great serpent, always
crawling upstream and foreing the river into new lateral channels.

In 1805 the obstruction is described as being about one hundred
miles in length as measured by the course of the river. It was not
a solid jam all the way, some places being comparatively free of
drift.2 The great age of the older parts of the drift had given rise
to considerable vegetable growth, so that even large trees might be
found growing on the raft, and in places one might even pass over
the river itself without being aware of its presence. There is come
disagreement among writers as to the size of the raft. Farnham
says it was only some forty miles long as against Dr. Sibley’s esti-

relied mostly upon maps in this case. A map by J. F. Broutin, dated
1722, locates a small “Embaras Darbres” at Natchitoches, but indicates
elow this poil Photostat in Karpinski Collection, Newberry Library,
from original in the h de Service Hyd hi (No. C 4044-50) in
'aris.

2De Bow's Review, XIX, 437-438. Due to the fact that it accumulated at the
head faster than it disintegrated below, the raft actually became longer each year.

3Dr. John Sibley to General Henry Dearborn, April 10, 1805, American State
Papers, Indian Affairs, I, 728.

4Dunbar and Hunter in Am. State Papers, Indian Affairs, 1, 740. See also
Timothy Flint, Recollections of the Last Ten Years (Boston, 1826), 331; Thomas
J. Farnham, Travels in the Great Western Prairies, (London, 1843), volume I, as
printed in Reuben Gold Thwaites, Early Western Travels, XXVIIL, 114-115; De
Bow's Review, XIX, 437. The latter source estimates the raft as being 400 years
old. These sources all give good descriptions of the appearance of the raft. Dr. Grant
Foreman’s article entitled “River Navigation in the Early Southwest,” Mississippi
Valley Historical Review, XV, 34-35, gives a good secondary sketch.
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36 The government engineers estimated
i i t about one hundred and thirty m{les.“ The foot
;‘fstl;:grt:ft";wlngag::n at Loggy Bayou, one hundred miles above l]:font,
chitoches, and the head at Hurricane Bl\!ffg, f)fty miles a b ve
Shrevepo‘rt The rate of growth of the raft is indicated by ‘theh.cé
that between 1843 and 1855 it is said to have advanced at its hea

some thirty miles.” I e
ning the origin of the raft, it seems generally agre:

that ?}?: c;:ift tl‘,:)rmationsg began at the mouth of the river as a result
of a higher stage of water in the Mississippi, the wa':e,rs of the lower
Red River being at such times quiet or ‘‘backed up”’. Below Alex-
andria the Red River is naturally meandering and of slow current.
Drift wood floating in such quiet water would accumulate into ob-
structions, such formations tending to ‘‘tighten’’ as the waters re-
ceded. Once established the raft continued to grow, the average
yearly accumulations amounting to about one and a half miles of
drift.8 Since the Red River once emptied into the Gulf through the
Atchafalaya, conditions were not always so favorable for dn'ft ac-
cumulations on its lower course.” The phenomenal accumulation of
drift can be explained in part by the fact that the river is subject
to such rapid rises. One writer tells of experiencing a rain lasting
thirty-one hours which caused the river to rise within that same
period an equal number of feet! Such freshets naturally bring
down much timber and drift.’® As the raft grew the river was forced
to seek new lateral channels, thus in time making a chain of lakes
or bayous alongside that part of the river congested by the raft.l

That the raft was a formidable impediment to the navigation
of the river cannot be doubted. The Long Expedition traversed
the length of the raft only *“ ‘after fourteen days of incessant fatigue,
toil and danger, doubt and uncertainty. . .’ 12 At that time the
steamboat was mx_lklng its appearance on western rivers, but the
waters of Red River above the foot of the raft were considered

mation of one hundred mile:

mnGThw-ilu, op. cit,, 114115, Farnham's estimation was of course only a conjec-
8 Extract from report of the Chief of Topographical Engineers to the Sec:
of War, November 1, 1845, 29th. Bneers to the Secretary
o Yo Do‘ Bm’: Fea %mx‘h Cong.é.ln. sess., Senate Documents, vol. iii, no.
7De Bow's Review, XIX, 438439,
$1bid. " See tho itid, XXI, 30281,
1. See also Dr. Joseph Paxton to Hon, A, H. Sevi
TF0%ed in he dekansas Gasett, September 9, 1828, Thin wier oematid gt
com‘l: r"'."‘: |h;M is ;“utllmlntgl;:lsl ::: Red River had sought its present
O Niles's Weekly Register, July 12, 1817, X1 i
l;r‘a.d;“ is nll:? 8 factor, the heaviest rises b7‘n; i’.:-?d b1;heﬁ::|::|r: :! tll‘-e Kinter:
‘xl-ysev; ;ﬂni Ilernpn;'t{med by vegetation, © upper
(Washington, 1834y, 03, "1 Eploration of the Red River of Louisiana in 1852,
*James's Account of S. H, Long
Thwaite, Early Bestern Trants, Xy, B

pedition, 1819.1820, gp printed in
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navigable only ‘* ‘for boats of three or four tons burthen.’ "3 Only
small boats could be successfully moved through the raft area or
around it by way of the almost equally difficult lateral bayous. The
steamboat did, however, soon appear on the lower Red River. In
1820 the Beaver from New Orleans reached Natchitoches, and by
1825 there were seven steamboats in the lower Red River tradel*
At this time it was hardly expected that steamboat navigation would
ever be established through the raft.1s

Nevertheless, it was inevitable that men’s attention should be
turned to the raft barrier. With the successful establishment of the
Repub!ic of Mexico, some began to wonder as to how effective the
Red River might be as a barrier against a possible ‘' powerful enemy’’
to the southward. That part of the river above the raft would cer-
tainly be a very poor line of defense.!® The establishment of such
military posts as Fort Jesup and Fort Towson gave needed protec-
tion to the Red River line, but at the same time, the problem of
transportation to and from these posts became important. The War
Department accordingly ordered a survey of the raft region in
1824,)7 and in the autumn of 1825 the Arkansas Territorial Legis-
lature petitioned Congress to remove the raft ‘‘so that boats might
ascend to the Kiamichi and the newly established Fort Towson.’’8
At the same time General Thomas S. Jesup, the Quartermaster Gen-
eral, recommended the building of a road from Natchitoches to Fort
Towson and thence to Fort Gibson on the Arkansas. Nevertheless,
the General writes that he considered ‘‘the improvement of the
navigation of the Red River a matter of first importance.”” He
thought this work might be undertaken by the regular army troops:
at a small expense.!® The attack upon the raft had begun.

Early in 1826 army engineers from Fort Jesup spent two months
examining the raft. These gentlemen concluded that the raft could
only be removed at great expense and advocated the clearing of a

18 Texas State Republican, October S, 1819, as quoted by Douglas C. McMur-
trie, “The First Texas Newspaper,” The Southwestern Historical Quarterly, XXXVI,

14 Foreman, op. cit.,, 47. The first steamer on the Red River is said to have
bad her steam exhaust pipe leading out through the bow and terminating in the form
of a serpent's head. As the boat progressed up the river under full steam, it was
appropriately named pinelore or “the fire canoe” by the Choctaw Indians. [Flagg's
note in Thwaites, op. cit., XXVI, 64, n. 18.

15 Arkansas Gazette, November 25, 1820, In this article the poss of
the Red River lands are extolled, though no mention of the raft barrier is made.
Some of the lands were already surveyed and the Editor writes that large settle-
ments “are already formed upon within the limits of our tei Fulton,
Arkansas, was laid out about t] me as an evidence of this optimism. Fulton
lots were advertised for sale in the Arkansas Gazette for December 25, 1819.

18 Arkansas Gazette, January 20, 1821, quoting the Knozuville Register.

17 Arkansas Gazette, May 1, 1827,

18 Foreman, op. cit., 48.

19 Brigadier General Thomas S. Jesup to Honorable James Barbour, Secretary
of War, November 26, 1825, 19th. Cong., lst. sess., Sen. Doc,, vol. i, no. 2, B, p. 14.
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the Bayou Pierre outlet,
navigable route_through Soga ’}a;:ew ::'dDeparthnt attor comaiety
s o thek:f%or an appropriation of $25,000 to begin
:}:?l:vgrfktzl:ls Rezp:’l:: ::me time Congress authorized the ?ntsl::“m?
of a milftary road from Fort Smith to Fort Towson an nce to
22 .
Fonli:?:&c in the removal of the raft grew rgplglly. .One‘ ‘proposal
from Arkansas would have constructed an artificial Jjam :t so..l;e
suitable place near the back line of this Territory dto stop t? e
growth of the raft below so that it could be removed an n;yxi,ra ion
made safe. Another would have burned all the drift w 1cf1 was
accessible at low water and in the dry season, }hus reducing uture
accumulations.?¢ The people grew impatient with a Cor;gress which
was slow to undertake the destruction of the monster.?> Some of
the merchants and farmers even took the matter into t}wlr own
hands, employing ‘‘an intelligent and respectable young man’’ named
Richard H. Finn to explore the raft and clear out a passage for
boats. Several hundred dollars were spent by Finn and his men,
who, however, made little impression on the raft.?

The army did some work on the raft in 1829-1830 after a second
examination of the region, but the failure of Congress to continue
appropriations brought operations to a standstill?” In the spring
of 1831 the government moved considerable supplies to Fort Towson
by flat boat in connection with the Choctaw immigration.?® The
expense and trouble involved in this undertaking were so great that
interest in improving the Red River route grew. This is particularly

20 Arkansas Gazette, April 11, 1826, quoting the Natchitoches Courier.

21 Major General Alexander Macomb to Honorable James Barbour, January 3,
1827, in Arkansas Gazette, May 1, 1827.

22 Quartermaster Genere Report, October 31, 1827, 20th. Cong., lst. sess.,
House Executive Documents, no. 2, C, vol. i, p. 74.

23 Paxton to Sevier, August 1, 1828, in Arkansas Gazette, September 9, 1828.

zdrkmuas Gazlfle, N"ovemher 22, 1827, quoting the Natchitoches Courier.

; Dr._Pglon writes: “It must not be forgotten that the raft is not standing
otill, but it is gradually progressing upwards, like a_destroying angel, spreading
desolation over a most lovely country, . .» Paxton to Sevier, August 1, 1828 in the
Arkansas Gazette, September 16, 1828, In 1828 Congress did appropriate $25,000

29th.

for the Red River project. Statement of A iati
Cong, 2nd. sess, Sen. Do, vol. i, no. 44, v 14 oo December 21, 1846,
2 Arkansas 'Cazette, December 16, 187

* General C. Gratiot to Honorable John H, Eaton, N ¢
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Tho latter report ndicaies all work was suspended on s & 100k Jp B 8.
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m; y ll government caused a renewed impatience on the part o? the Red
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related to the general program of Indian removal which the govern-
ment was then undertaking.® Benjamin Rush Milam’s feat of
bringing the first steamboat through the raft in 1831 also did much
to quicken interest in overcoming the barrier.30

Beginning with the $20,000 appropriated in 1832, the federal
government became formnlly committed to the removal of the raft
and was to spend upon the project by 1841 the sum of $425,800.3!
At first work had consisted only of trying to improve routes
around the raft through the bayous. This plan was now abandoned,
and an attempt was made to remove the raft itself. Expenence
gained by the engineers in work done on the Mississippi and Ohio
rivers as well as improvement in the construction of ‘‘snag boats’’
seems to have prompted the change of policy. An advantage in re-
moving the raft itself was to be found in that much waste land
oceupied by the bayous and lateral passes could be reclaimed.3?

On April 11, 1833 Captain Henry M. Shreve of the army en-
gineers arrived at the foot of the raft with four boats (including
the snag boat Archimedes) and a force of 159 men. Work began at
once, the process consisting of pulling the logs and stumps out of the
raft, sawing them into sections, and floating them down the river.
At first the current was so slight as to necessitate removing the
debris to the banks or placing it in the bayous, but it soon increased
sufficiently to carry away the timber. By the time the funds be-
came exhausted, Shreve had cleared a path through seventy-one
miles of the raft, or half its estimated length. The monster had been
dealt a mighty blow, and despite the fact that the obstruction became
more recent and accordingly more solid as one went up stream, the
enterprising Shreve thought an additional sum of $100,000 would

29 Foreman, op. cit.,

30 Garver, op. cit. mmzx Foreman, op. cit, 50. Two years later another
small boat succeeded in nuompllalung the feat.

. "Tl\e appropriations for the raft work for the period from 1828 to 1841 are
as follows:

Statement of Appropriations, December 26, 1&46, 29|h Cong., 2nd. sess., Sen.
Doc., vol. ii, no. 44, p. 14. Total federal lpplopnluono for internal improvements
rose from $48,400 in 1806 to $2,087,044.16 in 1838 and declined sharply for the
next few years, amounting to only $50,000 in 1845. ‘The decline was due to the
panic conditions existing after 1837 and to lhe political reaction under the Whigs.

Ibid,, p. 24.
'Hleport of the Chief Engineer, November 13, 1832, 22nd. Cong., 2nd. sess.,
House Ex. Doc., no. 2, no. 3, vol. i, pp. 95-96.
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suffice to complete the job.33 The failure of Congress in 1833 to
make another approprutmn halted the work for a while, but upon the
resumption of appropriations Shreve was able to return to the Red
River in October, 1834.3¢ Some work had to be done over the ground
covered in 1833, but such rapid progress was made that by the spring
of 1836 only nine miles of the raft remained. The work had now
become so difficult, however, that Captain Shreve estimated four
times as much labor was required to remove a mile of the obstruction
as at first. A great part of the area cleared ‘‘had more the ap-
pearance of a forest than of a river.”” The fact was that Shreve's
difficulties were so great that he foresaw the need of still larger
sums of money in order to complete the work.36

Despite lurking dangers steamboats followed in the wake of
Captain Shreve’s snag boats, eager to exploit the trade of the upper
region. By the spring of 1836 trips were being made as far up as
Coates’s Bluff, some 110 miles above the original foot of the raft.
As early as 1834, 42,500 bales of cotton reached New Orleans from
the Red River region, and in 1835 Fulton, Arkansas, made another
bid for the future by advertising lots.3¢

33 Report of Henry M. Shreve to General Gratiot, Chiel' Engineer, June 27, 1833,
23rd. Cong., lst. sess., House Ex. Doc., no. 98. Shreve also made a map of the
raft at this time. Ibid. See -Im Arkansas Gazette, Jnne 19, 1833, quoting Alex.
andria (La.) Gazette, May 29, I

«"4Anmul report of operations from lst. October, 1833 to 30th. October, 1834,
23rd. Cong., 2nd. sess., Sen. Doc., vol. i, p. 165.

35 Low water was blamed for slow progress in 1835. Arkansas Advocate, May
15, 1835, quoting the Arkansas Gazette. In 1836 Shreve reported as follows: *‘The
fact is, . . . the work is of such a nature as to make it almost impossible to judge
of the amount of labor required to perform any portion of it until after i done.””
Niles's Register, July 16, 1836, XL, 333. He also complained in 1836 of rising prices
due to the inflatic lhen existing. Then, too, much time was lost due to sickness,
many of the men falling ill from working in the blazing sun, or exposure to mosquitoes.
Shreve blamed lhe decaying vegetation for much of the illness. Report of July 6, 1836,

Cong., Sen. Ex. Doc., vol. 0. 2, pp. 2712274, To the people of the Red
lhver region quum Shreve q-ncldy beume a hero. Shreve seems to have been
eager to popularize his work. In 1834, for instance, he sent the snag boat Archi-
medes to Little Rock where she was impected by the people at large, and where
she gave a demonstration “of her astonishing powers, by grappling with and re-
moving a large cottonwood tree, which has been lying nearly buned in the mud

. near the shore.” Arkansas Gazette, February 18, 1834. G. Featherstone-
haugh, the English geologist, who was then visiting Arkansas, Il\ldl the work of

ptain Shreve in very high terms. Fulhmloneh.ugh, Excursion Through the
Slave States (2 vols., London, 1844), II, 194-198. See also the praises of Edmund
Flagg, The Far West (New York, 1838) as quoted in Thwaites, op. cit., XXVI, 93.94.

36 Arkansas Gazette, October 13, 1834, quoting Nazchitoches (La.) Repubhcnn.
Arkansas Gazette, March 31, 1835. Tt would be an unjustified diversion to di
here the dangers of early b ion, though hing might be sai
on that subject. The worst Red River disaster in the early days was that of the
Lioness wluch exploded on May 18, 1833 she was proceeding to Natchitoches
wldl a load of gunpowder, killing fifteen and injuring thirteen. James Lloyd,

at Directory and Disasters on Western Waters, (Cincinnati 1056 8587,
Shnve mentions many others which were grounded or lost on snags. as of
course not a condition peculiar to the Red River alone, but was common to river
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In anticipation of the opening of the raft immigrants poured
into the region, their number being so great as to occasion an ex-
cessive rise in prices of provisions.37 In the meantime the work of
removing the rest of the raft progressed and in the spring of 1838
Captain Shreve was able to announce that he had cleared a way
completely through the raft.% With the establishment of steamer
traffic through the raft, contracts were offered for the carrying
of the mails by boat. The raft was thus officially assumed to be
dead.®®

But the raft was not so easily conquered. By August, 1838,
freshets had closed the route with new drifts and steamboat traffic
above Shreveport was interrupted.4® Captain Shreve himself had
foreseen the necessity of greater improvements before the navigation
of the river could be assured. In the report of 1838 he asked for
and received a larger appropriation including a considerable sum

o general. Count Francesco Arese, an Italian nobleman who traveled
ssippi and other rivers in 1837, writes: t is rather remarkable that
from Louisville to St. Louis, a distance of five or six hundred miles, I saw at least
25 abandoned hulks. . . I was told that as a general rule forty or eo ships every
year strand themselves, burn, or blow up—an awful proportion of ten percent out
of the 400 or 500 boats in the West. Most of them are stranded in shallows or
pierced by what the Americans call snags—the French Chicots. . .'” Quoted in
Romualdo Bonfadini, Vita di Francesco Arese (Turin, 1894), as printed in Missis-
sippi Valley Historical Review, XX, 381-399, document edited by Lynn M. Case.
That this condition grew no better is indicated by the fact that a decade later in
one year (1845-1846) 120 boats were lost on western rivers, of which 46 were
snagged, 38 were sunk, 16 exploded (boiler explosios ‘were rammed, 13 were
burned, 10 were wrecked, and 7 were damag y ice. 310 people were killed in
such accidents throughout the country that year. Niles's National Register, Septem-
ber 11, 1847, LXXIII (Ser. 5, v. 23), 24 In the period from 1853-1860, 3,001
people were killed and 1,090 were injured in 242 steamboat accidents. De Bow's
Review, XXX, 377. The Act of Congress dated August 30, 1852 forced inspection
of boilers and ordered better construction thus eliminating many boiler accidents.
Ibid, XIX, 466. The great number of accidents in the 1840's was said to be due
in hrgg part to the failure of the federal government to improve the waterways,
ions for internal i being then at a minimum. At one time

the number of losses sustained was said to have mounted to as high as one fifth
of the boats engaged in the western river trade. See Resolution of the General
Assembly of Illinois on subject of neglect of rivers, February 24, 1843, 27th. Cong.
3rd. sess., Sen. Doc., vol. iv, no. 216. Many other such memorials from state legis-
latures, towns, and so on, could be cited,

37 Niles's National Register, January 27, 1838, XLIII, (Series 5, vol. 3), 352.

38 Arkansas Advocate, February 3, 1837; Niles’s National Register, April 28, 1838,
XLIV, (Ser. 5, v. 4), 144 The first steamboat passed through on March 7, 1838
and up to March 29th. five boats in all had gone through. Two boats were lost
early in April on enags. Shreve estimated the total expenditure on the removal
of the raft at $311,129.50 and thought $15,000 yearly would be enough to keep the
channel clear. A new snag puller with the formidable name of Eradicator had been
built.  Captain Shreve's Report, June 4, 1838, 25th. Cong., 3rd. sess., Sen. Doc.,
vol. i, no. 1, pp. 308311,

39 Arkansas Cazette, April 25, 1838.

40 Arkansas State Gazette, August 22, 1838.
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. work on that part of the river above the raft.st In
;;i?ee osfpetﬁs‘:pgr:priation, the river .could‘ not be kept }?p;n and the
funds were soon exhausted. The panic which had struc the country
was showing its full effects and Congress failed to make appropri-
i and 1840. Citizens of Washington, Arkansas, and
the Washington branch gf thessmte
Estate Bank, raised a sum of $7,147.50, thus enabling hreve
ﬁ)ﬂ:wlpens tthi river again in the spring of 1839. These funds were,
however, soon exhausted; and_Shreve had.exceeded the amount
allotted him in 1838 as well. The raft continued to grow and the
river was closed again.i Requests for funds in 1840 also went

unheeded.*?

In 1841 Congress returned to the Red River problem by ap-
propriating the sum of $75,000 for removing the raft. It was de-
cided, however, that the work should be let out to contract, the con-
tractor agreeing to purchase the snag boat Eradicator, and to clear
out the three miles of raft then formed and maintain open naviga-
tion for a period of four years. This contract was taken by one
Thomas B. Williamson, who seems to have known little about the
work. In June, 1842, a heavy freshet closed the river again, and
the formation of rafts in the two following years was greater than
that ever known, being some four miles in extent. The contractor
failed to meet his obligations and on March 6, 1844 Captain T. B.

surrounding Tegions, .through

4 Report of Captain Shreve, November 10, 1838, 25th, Cong, 8rd: sess., Sen.
Doc, vol. i, no. 1, 507308 $23,000 was spent for the Eradicator out of the $70,000
4 Report of Captain Shreve, June 12, 1839, 26th. Cong. lat. sess. D
o . Arians. Gasate, Jaly 24 1669 The river e’ closed
by the latter date. Those interested in the Red River route naturally felt their
spirits fall at such a turn of events. To make matters worse a dangerous bar was
forming at the mouth of the Red River and the removal of the rocks at Alexandria
vas becoming mperaite. Even the lower couse of the Red River seemed
‘F?ebm lc r;'";g, 'f'os';"z‘s';:”o'o Seeslsuolnlions of the General Assembly of Loui

, 25th. Cong, 3rd. sess., Sen. Doc., vol. . 214. At this ti
such & plague of fever broke out in this regi e citizons sndria fled
e o N Wl g, Decemin . 18, LV G 5. . s 25
M“’e things occurred just as attempts were being ‘made 10 esta bl‘;hh e

exico via the Red River route. Some Mexican and American traders o
Giihuahue did resch New Orlans in 163, but mthing more secms raders I
of these projects.  Arkansas Gazette, September 1&3‘ more seems to have come
Louc:;aam, "Yuly 26, 1839, 3 4, 1839, quoting the New Orleans

43 Report of Captain Sh
oy . 2103 id, 2. s B Do s e, 1, e e
e of Loins 10 sen h T e e - 189
1840, bid, 2nd. st Sen: Doc, vl B o pom of Captain Shreve, October 31,
foods down the river by flat boat ia mentioned i e b Ah anempt to bring
b M,e > n o failure.  Arkansas State. Goo ej ‘dm 1840, but_this also seems to
he raft region seem to have been hard Tt b ly 1, 1840. Land speculators in
:e “md r.u his ];,‘d "G bargain prices, wm'al Fz'h‘::ue l:;lemitiu. Roswell Beebe
. Arkansas State Gazette, March speculators were also eager to
+ March 18, March 25, and May 13, 1840, etc.
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Linnard, the i d declared the t void.#* In his
report. for the year 1844, Captain Linnard criticized the policy of
removing the raft because he thought the river bed had been so
elevated by the presence of the raft that the tendency of the river to
seek lateral outlets could not be checked. He, therefore, advocated
the construction of booms at certain places, thus assisting the river
to cut new channels around the raft. He thought such a scheme
would be much cheaper than trying to remove the raft at the cost
of $7,000 per mile.#s This plan was tried and such a boom was made,
but. broke and disaster resulted. The formation of drift in the spring
of 1845 was unusually large. Colonel Abert then recommended a
return to the plan of removing the raft as before, and asked for
appropriations for the work.#® This led to a Senate investigation
of the Red River expenditures, while the annexation of Texas and
the outbreak of war with Mexico soon turned attention to other and
more important things.4?

The Red River was therefore definitely closed to steamer traffic
and an annual commerce of ten millions of dollars in value placed
upon a very uncertain status.t® New Orleans was of course anxious
about the future of this trade, which it was conceived might be di-
verted. into other channels.#* On the other hand Washington and
other towns in Arkansas were forced to depend upon overland routes
for their supplies, especially late in 1845 when low waters closed the
Red River route even more effectively.5® In 1846 an attempt was
made to set up a private system of transportation through the raft

44 Report of Colonel J. J. Abert, November 15, 1844, 28th, Cong., 2nd. sess.,
Sen. Doc., vol. i, no. 1, pp. 279282 The army engineers after Williamson's failure
resumed work on the raft, but accomplished little. The flood of 1844 was one
of the Ilrgenl ever recorded. All the lands in the immediate neighborhood of Red
River “were desolated, and every vestige of cultivation was destroyed.” The con-
tractor naturally c7ou|d not have fulfilled his obligations against such odds. See

oyd, op. cit,
Append.lx to the report of Colonel Abert, November 14, 1844, 28th. Cong.,
2nd. sess., Sen. Doc., vol. i, no.

46 Extract from Colonel Aben- Repon of November 1, 1845, 29th. Cong., 1lst,
sess., Sen Doc., vol. iii, no. 26, pp. 513.

4lCouon exports from the Red River and its tributaries to New Orlems in
1842 are said to have amounted to 200,000 bales valued at $5,000,000. Niles's Na-
;wMIBReguur, October 28, 1843, LXV (ser. 5, v. 15), 131:132, quoting New Or-
eans

49 Ibid., November 18, 1843, 179. Fears that the Red River won]d again
seek an oullel through the Atchafalaya and thus pass New Orleans “on the other
side” were much discussed. See statement of P. O. Herbert, State Engineer of
Louisiana, as quoted in the Washington Telegraph, March 18, 1846.

50 Washington Telegraph, January 29, February 26, 1845. A thriving trade grew
up between Washington and Camden on this -ccounl Only $17,863.54 had been
made available for work on western rivers by Congress for the year 1846.1847.
Most of the boats used in such work had been transferred to the War Department
for military service. Report of Lieutenant Colonel T. H. Long, September 1, 1847,

Cong., 1st. sess., Sen. Doc., vol. i, no. 1, pp. 670.678.
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area, but nothing seems to have
i E%:\mr:sls“?v‘:swzf course besieged with the usual memorials on
the subjegct of the raft.5? The answer of the government was found
in President Polk’s message of March 13, 1849, accompanying his
veto of the internal improvement bill. The gist of the president’s
argument was that the individual states concerned should bear the
expense of such works, the funds to come out of .t0nnage duties
levied on the commerce going over the route under improvement.53
The activities of the engineers for the next few years were accordingly
limited *‘to the expenditure of small balances.”’*

Such was the state of affairs until the year 1852 when the govern-

ment again entered the fight against the raft. Between 1828 and

1852 appropriations aggregating $535,765.50 had been made on the
Red River project. Most of this money had been wasted, since the
failure to continue regular appropriations had meant that much
work had to be done over again when after a lapse of time the
work was resumed.% The government now resumed the work with

1 Washington Telegraph, March 18, 1846. One J. B. Gilmer undertook to haul
cotton through at 50c per bale and other goods at 25c per barrel. Fulton, Arkansas,
which as we have seen had made her bid for the future as early as 1819, well
llustrates the retardation due to the presence of the raft. In 1846, Fulton con-
sisted of no more than “one Smith Shop, two ware houses, three Grocerys, and four
cabins. . " William A. McClintock, “Journal of & Trip Through Texas and North-
ern Mexico in 18461847,” in Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 22 Me.
Clintock, a volunteer of the 2nd. Kentucky Regiment was killed ‘at Buena Vista,

52For_example, see the Washington Telegraph, December 8, 1847, Januar
§ 18 De Bou’s Reiew, V. 9495. De Bow's Review states that freights on. the
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1658 ‘See Report of ol bf?lﬂoazob:p;’mp{n ns were not resumed until
Doc, val. i, no, 1, pp. 300302; fhid. Roer 20t 849, Blat. Cong., lst. sess., Sen.
Sen.'Doc, val. i, pt. 3, no. 1, o m;.vepper 14, 1850, 31st. Cong., 2nd. sess.,
vol.'i, pt."1, no. 1, pp. 428437, Pwh"“ 3 ibid,, 32nd. Cong,, lat. sess., Sen. Doc,
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vigor but the coming of the Civil War was shortly to intervene with the
result that the raft was to remain for many years as a barrier to the
Red River navigation.5¢

In 1854 a survey was made of the raft region. The river was
then found to be closed for a distance of thirteen miles. The engineer
in charge of this survey was inclined to favor the plan of diverting
the river through lateral channels instead of removing the raft it-
self which he now estimated would cost $10,000 to $12,000 per mile.
He proposed opening a new route from Dooley’s Bayou to Soda
Lake and Twelve Mile Bayou, pointing out that this would not only
shorten the river’s course, but also increase the current’” This
plan was approved and the work was begun in 1855, but the ravages
of the cholera among the workers seriously handicapped progress.5¢
‘Work was continued according to this plan in 18565° while the
gove also took up ideration of the problem of improving
the navigation of the rapids at Alexandria.®® By 1857, however,
the plan of establishing a lateral route of navigation was evidently
laid aside in favor of a direct attack on the raft itself.S! At this
Jjuncture appropriations were again refused by a Congress which

58 Report of the Chief of Engineers, November 18, 1852, 32nd. Cong., 2nd.
sess., Sen. Doc., vol. ii, no. 1, pp. 217-219. The engineers seem to have been un-
certain as to what method to use in attacking the raft and advertized “for pro-
posals in reference to removing the Red River raft.” The renewal of government
interest in the project is partly due to the changing political situation, but the
maintenance of larger bodies of troops in Texas and the western regions gained
by the Mexican war caused renewed interest in problems of transportation. Charles
Thomas, Deputy Quartermaster General, to Honorable Jefferson Davis, Secretary
of War, January 11, 1854, 33rd. Cong. lst. sess., House Ex. Doc., vol. v., no. 23,
pp. 12 Then, too, cotton production in the Red River region was on the increase
despite the impediments of transportation. Washington Telegraph, September 27,
1854. At this time steamboat captains formed an association to raise rates in the
Red River region, this being vigorously contested by the people above the raft.
Ibid., January 4, 1854.

57 Report of Red River Survey, January 18, February 17, 1855, 33rd. Cong.,
2nd. sess., Sen. Ex. Doc., vol. iii, no. 62, pp. 1-6.

58 Annual Report of Charles A. Fuller, engineer, September 1, 1855, 34th. Cong.,
Ist. and 2nd. sess., Sen. Doc., vol. ii, no. 1, pp. 319-324. Fuller who was then in
charge of the work said the river had been completely closed for two years while
large cotton crops in the upper region remained unmoved. Supplies were being
hauled overland in quantities. See also De Bow's Review, XIX, 439, for a de-
scription of the raft at that time.

50 Report of Colonel Abert, November 22, 1856, 34th. Cong., 3rd. sess., Sen.
Doc., vol. iii, no. 5, p. 367.

60 Colonel Abert to Secretary Davis, March 15, 1856, 34th. Cong., lst. sess.,
Sen. Ex. Doc., vol. xii, no. 49, pp. 1

61 The progress of the work was then said to be seriously handicapped on
account of sickness among the laborers, the difficulty of procuring men, prevail-
ing high prices of provisions and labor, etc. Report of Colonel Abert to Honor-
sble John B. Floyd, Secretary of War, November 23, 1857, 35th. Cong., lst. sess,
Sen. Doc., vol. iii, no. 11, pp. 290-291.
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foud ot fsing mereasingly serins dometl, POBERAT Tn
the two following years the project Was -
" During the Civil War nothing seems to have been done in re-
the raft problem. The attitude of the Confederacy toward
ETdn::l improvements is expressed in Article I, Section 8, Paragraph
?inoef the Constitution which declares that no clause of the Consti-
tution may be construed ‘‘to delegate the power to Congress to
appropriate money for any internal mproveme.nt'mtelpd}fd tgefacnln-
tate commerce; except for the purpose of furnishing lights, acons,
buoys, and other aids to navigation upon the coasts, and _the Jim-
provement of harbors and the removing of obstructions in river
navigation, in all which cases, such duties shall be laid on the navi-
gation facilitated thereby, as may be necessary to pay‘the costs
and expenses thereof.”’st The preoccupation of thg'Daws govern-
ment with the prosecution of the war was quite sufficient to prevent
its giving attention to the raft problem even under the strietly limited
provisions stated above.

During the war, however, it chanced that the federal forces were
given an opportunity to improve the Red River navigation. In
March, 1864, a joint expedition under General N. P. Banks and Ad-
miral David Porter was sent up the river to attack Shreveport. The
battle fought at Sabine Cross Roads on April 8, 1864 compelled the
federal forces to abandon the campaign and retreat down the river.
‘When the expedition reached Alexandria in mid-April, it was found
that the water was too low to allow the heavier boats to pass over
the rapids. It first appeared that the only alternative to prevent
the boats valued at two millions of dollars from falling into the
hands of the enemy was to burn them. At this Jjuncture, however,
Lllentenant.Colonel Joseph Bailey of the Engineers, proposed dam-
ming the river below the rapids so as to allow the water to rise suf-
ficiently high to float the boats through. The plan being agreed
upon. work was begun on April 20th., and on May 12th. the fleet

92Some work was done in 18571858 fro bi
oo Wy e S i oy (o T, Dlanen but 1
o pCon :nn;n dol er wo;k. Report o[u!.l. Col. S. H. Long, October 15, 1858,
"o sess., Sen. Doc, vol. iii, no. 1, pp. 10371038, At that time
eotimated ety new dredge. and a new achine bost were badly needed.  Long
e Reo r:r q 0}.000 would be needed for the work for the next five years. Ibid.
no. 1, prooa 1o snel Abert, November 14, 160, 361h. Cong, Sen. Docs vol. ii
organize s smpe delegates from Texas, Arkansas, and’ Louisiana, met 1o
of thirty years, 11 <uopen the raft. The company was' to operate for a period
e gmwi: ™, the capital stock to be $250,000. Thig scheme reflects strongl:
cused of Tncompevoney, vr al government, which was .
rould now .‘ﬂ“pm?'“;:s;:;“ e in reg removal of u:l.' raft. The raft
swallowed up this sch Y . y war and its urgent prob-
* Bou's ﬁ'"ﬁ‘”i.,’f.’f."‘ (f;?‘:;*lg:: 35‘«‘)'{"1]50 would bave failed in any case.
r . Matthews, (edj g
of Anerica’ . (Richmond, 1600, 1,044 9 Lage of the Confederate Sites
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passed in safety. This was one of the most brilliant exploits of
engineering during the war.%
Following the war came that Justly regrettable period in the
history of our country known as ¢ uction.”” The pr
tion of the government with the problems of that period preventeﬂ
the resumption of work on the Red River project. The people of
that region, however, were still interested in the subject. In 1869
we read of a convention which met at New Orleans to consider the
f th gation of Red River. The division among
the del be illustrated by the stat t of a
gentleman from Jefferson, Texas, who thought the improvement of
the river below that point was then sufficient ‘‘to cover the wants
of the country.”” He thought Fulton, situated above the raft, might
well depend for her outlet upon railroads to be built shortly s A
company organized to undertake the improvement of navigation
through Mack’s Bayou, Cross Bayou, and Bodcau Lake seems to
have gone no farther than the paper stage.5” In 1872, however, the
federal government returned to the task, appropriating $170,000 for
the Red River work. The raft finally was to meet his master at
the hands of a government representing a newly united nation.t®
Work began with operations of shore parties on the first of
December, 1872 and with snag boats and crane boats in the following
month. Portable steam saws and explosives were used in the work,

85 For references see War of the Rcbtllian: Official Records of the Union and
Confederate Armies (Washington, 1891), Series I, vol. xxxiv, pt. 1, 209-210, ff.
This includes General Banks’ report of the :xped ion, Colonel H. L. Landers, “Wet
Sand and Cotton—Banks’ Red River ign,” Louisiana Historical Quarterly,
XIX, no. 1, 188-193 gives a_scholarly ism of Banks’ bun;lmz conduct of the
campaign. See also James Grant Wilson, “The Red River Dam,” Potter's American
Monthly, XI, 104-106 for a more romantic account. The “Red River Dam” may
es be confused with the “Red River Raft,” but of course has nothing to
o with it at all.

86 Arkansas Daily Gazette, December 8, 1869.

07 Jbid., January 5, 1870.

08 A preliminary survey of the raft was made in April, 1872 by Lieutenant
A. E. Woodruff of the engineers. In his report dated April 18, 1872, Lieutenant
‘Woodruff says: “The total length of the raft covering the whole breadth of the
river is seven miles, but throughout almost all of the distance between the head
and foot of the raft (the foot of the raft was then at Carolina Bluffs) the channel
is partially obstructed. The whole area of floating raft is compmed at 290 acres.
‘The whole area of ‘tow-heads’ or raft resting on the bottom . . . is computed at
103 acres.”” He recommended clearing the raft and improving the main channel
instead of seeking a lateral route. 42nd. Cong., 3rd. sess, House Ex. Doc., no. 1,
pt. 2, vol. ii, pp. 568-572; Report of the Chief of Engineers, October 19, 1872, 42nd.
Cong., 3rd. sess., Ex. Doc., no. 1, pt. 2, vol. ii, p. 61; Report of the C ief of Engi-
neers, 1890, 51st. Cong,, Snd. sess., House Ex. Doc, no. 1, pt. 2 vol. ii, pt. 3, p.
1820. an]y appropriations were made in the period 1872 1882 and lppropn
ations were also made in 1884, 1886, and 1888. By 1890 a total of $902000 had
been appropriated in this new campaign against the raft. The raft itself may be
said to have ceased to have a personality after 1882 at which time special appro-
priations for_its umov-l were dropped. Henceforth appropriations are “for im-
proving the Red River.”
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. ineffective at first. By

said to have been inel
g, e ot b ben opened tbrough Fed Beyou and other
l‘“{"‘l routes ktd that the steame;‘h ’fil:st steam boat to take freight
jubilant whistling. 'She wft -nzne years.® So vigorous was the
pest Caroiive Bl'“fiiemfo:lvav:vin); ‘months that by November ah“n.vi.
work carried on 1 i h the whole length of the raft,
gable channel’ .W”,l":':r]:ega;hi‘:‘:ﬁ done in cleaning up along the
and "?:whﬁid}::ﬁ:wi“g year these operations were cofntmute':l, most
:g“:tfe Jabor being expended on the rem:;al ;i e:l;ﬂ;:r rom the river
i likely to cave into the stream.

bank; WIllg;eG ]:h:“esnglineeyrs were able to announce p.lans for a clear
he n:'l 150 feet in width at all points along the river. The early
:;w.:ths of this year were unusually dry and snag pulling was carried
on vigorously at low water. The work of clearing tl:ne banks glso
progressed satisfactorily. A July rise, however, coming at a time
when appropriations were exhausted, caused new jams to appear,
interrupting navigation for a time. The river was soon reope%ed to
traffic. Work was inued f! y throug 1878. Rig
1878 the appropriation provided for snag pulling in the lower
River as well as work in the raft area. An appropriation q’f $150,000
was also made for improving the mouth of Red River.™ In the
following year in addition to general operations, a §tudy was begun
of the effects of the removal of the raft on the river and its con-
necting lakes.™ By 1880 the raft was definitely conquered, but the
patrolling of the river could by no means be neglected. The Chief
of Engineers writes: ‘‘This work must be continuous from year

9 Report of the Chief of Engineers, October 20, 1873, 43rd. Cong., 1st. sess.,
Ex. Doc, no. 1, pt. 2, vol. ii, pp. 613620. The use of nitroglycerine to remove large
:‘reesl_andlslumps proved very effective after some experience had been gained in
\andling it.

0 Report of the Chief of Engineers, October 1874, 43rd. Cong., 2nd. sess.,
House Ex. Doc., no. 1, pt. 2, vol. i Pt 1, pp. 72, ?‘02-70:’ ®

"1 Report of the Chief of En 13, October 18, 1875, 44th. Cong., lst. sess.,
House Ex. Doc, no. 1, pt. Pt 1, pp. 69, 522.527. The engineers were
time some 900 Ibe. of mhis" ek hs yteril:e for use in the river work. A: one

. of 1S anc i
one was nearby. A" new sans %« o:: explosives detonated, though fortunately no
id,

Sterling “worn out in servicer® [pogt "™ requested at this time to replace the

Ho ”léepo[r,to of the ]Chiel of Engineers,
"% Repont ot 1w Gh2% 3 0L i B2 pp. 78, 506509,

House 52 o the el of Eng eers, November 19, 1877, 45th. Con., 2nd. sess,

" Doc. no. 1, pt. 2, vol. i, pt, 1, pp, 7677, e

was sunk that year (1877) at Benton Cort ff. Toﬁ?s‘sl:;yo.v‘;h:l::e:ﬂ:dnvl:::‘a

h of Engineers, '45th. Cong., 3rd, gess House Ex. Doc.

Bt P 1 8681, The dam at Tone's Bayou had broken and

o Rlﬂpzorlwn;l ihe Chiel of Engineers, 46th, Cong, 2, sess., House Ex. Doc,
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e milroad bridge ot Fulton, Arcansay yei: washed. away.

October 21, 1876, 44th. Cong., 2nd. sess.,
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to year, owing to the immense quanmy of drift brought down on
every flood from upper Red River.’”"

‘What was the effect of the establmhment of dependable Red
River navigation? It would be difficult to answer this quesuon
conclusively, but the evidence seems to indicate that the opening of
the river came too late to bear full fruit. The building of railroads
had in the meantime linked the upper Red River region with the
rest of the country, and the river route was no longer so important.
Thus during the twelve months ending in May, 1879, Shreveport
received a total 103,660 bales of cotton of which only 16,040 bales
came from the region above the raft. 65,025 bales of this cotton were
sent down the river to New Orleans by boat, but the rest went by
rail to other destinations. Of 150 steamer landings at Shreveport
that year only twenty-four were made by boats from points above the
raft.”” The following year showed a still greater decline in river ship-
ments, only 10,360 bales of cotton coming by river from the region
above the raft. In that year (September 1, 1879 to June 24, 1880)
Shreveport shipped out 58,886 bales of cotton by rail and only 33,558
by water!78

Despite the dwindling importance of steam boat commerce, the
government spent large sums of money on the Red River in the
years immediately following 1882. By 1886 the rapids at Alexandria

rs, November 19, 1880, 46th. Cong., 3rd. sess.,
pl 1, pp. 150-152. In the absence of the
ng in New Orleans, private boats had to be
hired to assist in the work that year. In 1881 the Chief of Engineers could re-
port: “There is now a good navigable channel through the raft rey
sons of the year, lhough it is Iuble to be temporarily blocked duris
stages of the ri Rey of October 22, 1881, 47th. Cong., lst. sess., House
Ex. Doc., no. 1, pl 2, vol. ii, pt. 1, pp. 206-208. The opening of exten: mher
mnlhn; operations in the Red River vulley about this time also caused Itie:
in keeping the cleared away. In the Report of the CI of Engineers ‘or
1882, we read: “Considerable difficulty is experienced in keeping the river clear,
from the fact that the Jumber and sawmill people allow their lumber rafts to block
up the channel and so cause a vast uccumu]nlion of drift. . ." 47th. Cong., 2nd.
sess,, House Ex. Doc,, no. 1, pt. 2, vol. ii, pt. 2, p. 1538. "That the work of the
government was not umvemully approved is shown by the destruction of the
Tone's Bayou Dam on the night of December 1, 1881, supposedly at the hands of
farmers who feared the effect of the amhcul raising of the river level which the
dam produced See Report of the Chief of Engineers, October 19, 1882, 47th.
Cong., 2nd. sess., House Ex. Doc., no. 1, pt. 2 vol. ii, pt. 1, pp. 203-205.

n Appendnceﬂ to the Report of lhe Chief ol’ Engmetn, Ju]y 1, 1879, 46th.
Cong., 2nd. House Ex. Doc., no. 1, pt. 2, vol PP

[ Appendlcu to the Report of the Chief of En'meen, .luly l 18&0 "46th. Cong.,
3rd sess., House Ex. Doc., no. 1, pt. 2, vol. ii, pt. 2, 7.1280. In the follow.

ing year more cotton came into Shreveport by rail lhln by boul—18,257 bales and

14,472 bales respectively. Ibid., for 1881, 47th. Cong. t. sess., House Ex. Do
no. 1, pt. 2, vol. ii, pt. 2, pp. 1403-1404. By 1888 the
“Traffic on Red River has fallen off for some years past. The Te
Railroad, running nearly parallel with the river, and touching it at Alexlndr
Shreveport, and other points, has diverted a large amount of cotton. . . At com-
peting points, the railroad claims to do 40 per cent of the bnslnus" S0th. Cong.,
2nd. sess, House Ex. Doc, no. 1, pt. 2, vol. ii, pt. 2, pp. 13421343,

i Repon of the Chief of Engi
House Ex. Doc., no. 1, pt. 2, v
steamer Florence, which was_refi
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. tting of 8 navigable channel through
had been improved by the o mfgthe river below Fulton was also

A urvey o
::Ir:d::tcak:é; i: 1%?:{'?1 asnrl sz'me improvements were made on the
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nverTI::‘:v:ng: l:\:‘r‘.survey of the Red River raft. As we !-mve pointgd
out above, the Red River route could not compete With the rail-
roads; far, better water routes failed in the same str_uggle. But. had
compe'tition with the railroads been absent, the Red River route would
never have been satisfactory. There was always the nemesis of the

raft and the countless other difficulties to be met in its course, not

the least of which was the rapid flqctuation in the waters themselves.
Tlfe :ﬁt c‘;m nominally dead, but likely to reappear if given }he least
opportunity. As late as 1909 an suthority could write: General
Banks found the Red River navigation very bad during the war—

and it is not much better now. Boats hardly ever go nbov'e' ‘f‘ulton,

Arkansas—though the river goes on for hundreds of miles.

7 Report of the Chief of Engineers, October 13, 1883, 48th. Cong., 1
ineers, , 48th. Cong., lst. sess,
Howse Ex. Doc, o 1 p. & voL i, i 1 pp. 213214, 11391143, “At this time &
plan to open a new route through Tone's Bayou and Bayou Pierre was considered.
Such schemes probably reflect more the ease with which federal appropriations
ould be obained than the actual needs of the tme. Report of T Ghief of
Iy si;':l('l'hmc'l‘: ;; ﬂzié]lg. 49th. Cong., 2nd. sess, House Ex. Doc., no. 1, pt.

0 Report of the Chief of Engi

House Ex. Dot no, 1, pi, 2, volf"i::";f'l.o::bfv'aﬁﬁ oS 4rapped .
887 and resumed i’ 1889. Report of the' Chisf of Enghnesrsr October 4, 1890
Sist. Cong, 2nd, sess, House Ex. Doc, no. T, ot & veh s ot e op Jas 108,

The' epors . this lne perod il epak of dunger to neve L
ow water when snags appear. Repert of the C‘hei e} to navigation, particularly at
1889, Slst. Cong., lat. sesa, House Ex. Docy o 1 of Enpnegn:l, September 30,
15841585, The amount of yearly drift was sill de B 2 wol, iy gt 1, ppe 207
while in 1887 the mouth of Red River etcribed as “enormous”  For 8
except for transhipment by barges. Report b hﬂ‘"“-y closed 1o traific by u ber

ong; 2. e, Hows . Do, no. | e f"f“""‘”"z“" 1868,

eport of the Chief of Engineers, 0 Pt 2, pp. 3
}.,m,,:’ Ex. Doc, no. 1, v‘: z,omfni?"';:" October 4, 1890, 5lst. Cong., 2nd. sess,
or this work in 1836, 1838, and 1090, Eveatoni Small appropriations were made
u stream - Déni'f("' Texas, . Eventually improvements were made as far

2 Herbert Quick, American I

rican Inland. Waterways, (New York, 1909), 166.




