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IN EXPLANATION

LA GAZETTE HELVETIQUE (the Helvetian or Swiss Newspaper), is
the official newsletter of Musee de Venoge (Museum of Venoge).
The French adjective ‘helvetique” refers to the Latin name for
Switzerland (Helvetia) in use for more than 2000 years. Rhyming
with “antique” it is easier for English speakers to pronounce than its
synonym “Suisse”. In 1802 the settlers of New Switzerland in the
south eastern corner of Indiana territory, renamed Indian Creek
“Venoge” after a small river in the grape growing region of European
Switzerland.

1812 MUSTER AT VENOGE

On June 18, 1812, war was declared between the
United States and Great Britain, called by some the
second War for Independence. A company of militia
was raised by Switzerland County resident Captain
Elisha Golay, a brother of the first known occupant
of the Venoge cottage. The unit was formed to
combat a series of Native American threats from the
north. This re-enactment event is in honor of that
militia unit.

Come and enjoy the festivities and music that
surround the 1812 muster!

The scenario is the first muster day after the Declara-
tion of War by the US on June 18th 1812. Volunteer
troops and US Regulars, in addition to Kentucky
troops from across the river, gather for review,
issuance of gear and provisions, speeches by lead-
ers, and military drill preparatory to marching for
Detroit, Northern Indiana, and Ohio.

Henry Clay and William Henry Harrison will each
address the troops, the proclamation of war will be
read out, and Capt. Golay will discuss the coming
campaign.

For the ladies and interested public, there will be
called country dancing both days.

There will be Militia & Cannon Demonstrations plus
the Dept. of Geographers presentation, hands-on
activities outside, hearth cooking and domestic arts
inside. Baking demonstrations using the outdoor
bake oven are on both days. All volunteers and
participants will be in period dress.

Join us for family fun and experience the early life,
music and trades of the French-Swiss settlers who
made Switzerland County, Indiana their home.

FREE ADMISSION
Call 812-593-5726 for more information
175 Hwy 129, Vevay, Switzerland Co., IN 47043
One mile up on Hwy 129 off of State Road 56
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JUNE 20-21
Saturday 10-5, Sunday 12-5

THANK YOU, VOLUNTEERS!
Thanks to volunteers Jerry Golay, Amiee Graves and
Happy Smith, the kitchen garden is off to a good
start. Peas, beans, tomatos, onions, flax, radishes ~
and beets have been planted. There was a loss of
herbs over the winter and replacements have been
planted.




THE NEWSLETTER OF MUSEE DE VENOGE, INC.

Page 2

Sugar Branch

An excerpt from “Sugar Branch” by Don Morrison. A tale of
three young Indiana siblings who are beset with obstacles
in order to secure work horses promised to their father
from New York State. This is a story told on their steam-
boat journey home. Used with permission of the author.
Copies are available at the Switzerland County Historical

ociety. ]8] 1

At dinner that evening, Captain Pegg, in response to
Robert's question, cleared his throat and said, "Ah, yes,
I'll finish my yarn about the voyage of the New Orleans."
His five dinner guests leaned forward, anticipating the
story.

"I must admit to never having heard of this historic
journey," Rachel said. "Nor have 1," Robert agreed.
"That's not surprising; for events of greater flamboyance
were in the offing at the same time we were navigating
the Ohio and Mississippi rivers on that first steamboat
trip. I'll explain those calamities directly."Nicholas
Roosevelt oversaw her construction at Pittsburgh under
the superintendence of John Robson. Mr. Roosevelt
captained the steamer accompanied by his pregnant
wife, Lydia, infant daughter, Rosetta, and a Newfound-
land dog named Tiger. As | recall, the pilot was Andrew
Jack, the engineer Nicholas Baker and the first mate
Eben Philpot, from Cincinnati. The crew included two
female servants and a cabin boy named Scowls for Mrs.
Roosevelt, a waiter, cook and five hands besides myself.
The craft was primed with a bluish colored paint, if
memory serves.

"On October 20th a large crowd of Pittsburghers saw us
off. The pilot commented favorably on the boat's ease
of steering and her astonishing speed of eight to ten
miles an hour.

"A week after departing we passed Cincinnati. At
midnight the next day we arrived at Louisville. We had
to tie up to wait for high water in order to navigate the
Falls of the Ohio. Here, local people vowed they'd never
see the New Orleans again, being convinced she could
not stem the current and travel upstream.

"Captain Roosevelt saw in this a grand opportunity. He
invited prominent citizens aboard the boat for dinner.
Once they were assembled and occupied with their
food, he ordered the pilot and engineer to begin power-
ing upstream, which we did at a convincingly rapid rate.
The doubts of the surprised citizens were thus
dispelled.

""After a long and rainless interlude, during which Mrs.
Roosevelt gave birth to her second child, Henry, on
board the New Orleans, the pilot announced one
morning that the river had risen overnight. It continued
to do so for some days following.

"Andrew Jack and a second pilot the captain hired, a
local court-appointed riverman familiar with the falls,
took careful soundings. They announced the depth of
water in the shallowest part of the falls exceeded the
draught of our vessel by five inches. The local pilot
voiced his objections, especially on being held respon-
sible in case of failure.

"Nicholas had to admit the margin exceedingly narrow,
but the rise in the river had ceased. In a display of Dutch
stubbornness, Roosevelt declared the responsibility for
any damages to be solely his, whereupon the pilot
agreed to stay aboard. For his work and the risk of his
life the pilot would be paid two dollars.

"Mr. Roosevelt determined to go over the falls at once.
The falls at Louisville could be better described as a
large riffle in the river than a true waterfall. If successful
we could later say we had negotiated a twenty-six-foot
drop in the river in a run of two miles. If we failed the
boat would be destroyed with almost certain loss of life.

"All hands came on deck. Mrs. Roosevelt refused to
remain on shore, though the children and their two
maids watched amid the crowd on the Louisville river-
bank. Lydia took a place near the stern, the Newfound-
land at her side. The two pilots stood at the bow.
Captain Roosevelt gave the order to weigh anchor, and
we were off.

"The best way through was by the Indiana Channel, in
which we would encounter the shortest, but swiftest
stretch of white water. This perilous chute, a narrow
sluice between fearsome outcrops, extended some six
hundred yards. Surviving this, we would be thrown
down into a channel of swift blue water, the less
ferocious tail of the falls. The faster she could be made
to go, the easier it would be to guide her.
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"To align our course the captain brought her head
upstream. Then, holding our collective breath, we began
the descent. Control of the boat depended on her speed
exceeding that of the current. The faster she could be
made to go, the easier it would be to guide her.



THE NEWSLETTER OF MUSEE DE VENOGE, INC.

Page 3

"All the steam the boiler would bear was put upon her.
The safety valve shrieked, the wheels churned faster
than they had ever done before. The vessel swept past
the crowd collected to witness the spectacle. Men
leaned forward shading their eyes. Women brought
handkerchiefs to their mouths.

"Then we were in the chute. Each one on board
grasped the nearest object and held his breath. The
New Orleans flashed by forbidding black ledges of
rock. The waters gushed and eddied, throwing their
spray upon the deck. Her great speed caused the
vessel to careen forward to what seemed an inevitable
wreck.

"No words were spoken. The pilots directed the
helmsman by movements of their hands. Tiger, seem-
ing to sense the danger, crouched at Mrs. Roosevelt's
feet.

“The most perilous moment loomed, that plunge over
the largest drop in the falls, the point at which all
control of the boat seemed lost in the wild pitch of the
current. It came, that sickening sensation of the boat
dipping forward, gaining momentum, falling into a
chasm toward certain destruction. And then, the
stomach-churning pull of the bow rising through its
wave, coming right, the vessel gaining her balance.
And for me, the rush of exhilaration, joyous relief. She
had ridden the falls.

"We broke from rapids into deeper water. Cheers went
up-from the crew of the New Orleans and from the
shore-bound spectators. | looked back at the formi-
dable falls, clearing my face of the drenching spray,
and added my wild yell to the boisterous celebration.
At that moment | knew I'd spend the rest of my life as
a riverman.

"The engineer slackened the pressure and the wheels
slowed. The captain brought the noble craft about in a
salute to the citizens of Louisville, and she moved
slowly toward the landing at Shippingport. On shore
handkerchiefs waved and hats flew in the air. The
court-appointed falls pilot who had shown exceptional
bravery to come on board, now stood near Nicholas
and Lydia. He grinned proudly, knowing other captains
would line up for his services now. Mr. Roosevelt
complimented him and paid him his fee, plus a gener-
ous gratuity.

"We laid by at Louisville for several days, the Roosevelts
receiving congratulations from the citizenry, the crew
taking on staples that would be unattainable on our
journey deeper into the wilderness. We loaded enough
wood to make some 150 miles downriver to the coal
mines at Yellow Bank, in which Nicholas, on our
flatboat voyage, had bought part ownership."

. "That year, 1811, strikes a chord in my memory. |
remember my father quoting the phrase, “annus mirabi-
lis' to describe it." Robert said. Rachel looked up in
surprise. "The year of miracles? How so?" She looked
first at Robert, then the captain. "l can appreciate the
minor miracle of your passage over the falls, but you
said that event went unheralded."

"Your term is correct, Doctor. There are multiple
reasons for it. Our voyage, which had hitherto been
largely one of purpose, profit and pleasure, now fell
victim to a series of natural disasters and momentous
events that left our achievements in the shadows. Some
on board the New Orleans later referred to the remain-
der of our voyage as 'Those Days of Horror.'

"First, the rising of the river that allowed our passage
over the falls portended floods on all rivers of the
region. This was accompanied by vile epidemics of
water-borne disease. Frightened citizens at our landings
proclaimed that the rising waters had been caused by
the recent passage of the great comet of 1811.

"To add to our difficulties, the New Madrid Earthquake
of 1811 descended upon us with all its fury. We felt the
first shock on board the New Orleans while she lay at
anchor far below the falls, above Owensboro. It felt as if
our craft had run aground. The anchor cable trembled
and some on board suffered seasickness. More shocks
came during the night. As we proceeded the next
morning, the sound and vibration of our equipment
prevented us from feeling any more disturbances. We
took on board as much coal at Yellow Bank as we could
carry.

"Some miles above the mouth of the Ohio the sluggish
current let us know the Mississippi was flooded, as
well. We often saw Indians in their canoes coming and
going among the trees.

"The Chickasaws still occupied that part of Tennessee
lying -below the mouth of the Ohio, and on one occa-
sion a large canoe, fully manned, came abreast of the

steamboat. The Indians outnumbered the crew of our
vessel, and they paddled after us. We found ourselves
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in a race, and for a time the contest was equal. In the
end steam allowed us to prevail, and the Indians,
shouting their defiance, gave up.

"The Redmen came to call steamboats 'fire canoes,' and
seemed to link their presence with the comet that had
preceded the earthquake. Even the sparks from the
stacks reminded them of the tail of the celestial visitor.
"They regarded all steamboats with awe. Even in 1834,
when the Chickasaws were moved to their new homes
west of the river, hundreds refused to trust their lives to
these vessels, choosing instead to make the weary
journey on foot.

"When our coal supply from Yellow Bank ran out, we
made daily stops for the crew to cut dead wood. They
worked in somber concentration. During the frequent
earth shocks uplifted axes were dropped quietly upon
the logs and the men stared at each other until the
motion ceased.

"Sometimes settlers came aboard with tales of how
the-earth had trembled and shaken under their feet. At
New Madrid we found a great portion of the settlement
inundated, the earth having opened to swallow up
houses and their inhabitants. Today the village of New
Madrid lies in the state of Missouri, which back then
was the stepping-off place to the western wilderness.

"Some settlers sought our aid while others hid themselves as
we approached, so frightening was their first view of a
steamboat. Painful as it was, we were forced to cast off and
leave the terrified inhabitants of the doomed town.

"Tiger alone seemed aware of the disturbances while
the vessel was in motion. He prowled about, growling
and moaning, and when he came and put his great head
on Mrs. Roosevelt's lap, we all knew to expect a turbu-
lence.

"The usual procedure, when the steamboat rounded to
at night, was to tie her up to the river bank. As a result
of the earthquake, trees were occasionally observed to
topple into the river as the ground shook. We began
stopping instead at the foot of islands, hoping they
would serve as breakwaters. On one such occasion we
felt severe blows to the boat during the night, and hard
objects grated against the hull, accompanied by
gurgling sounds from the river. At morning the pilot
pointed out distant landmarks that proved the New
Orleans had not drifted with the current. Rather, the
island had disappeared! We had to cut our anchor rope
in order to continue downstream.

"Thereafter the pilot declared himself utterly at a loss
which way to steer. It seemed best to stay where the
current was strongest, but this often took us perilously
close to the bank in bends, where trees could be seen
at times to sink into the stream. Steam power enabled
our boat to avoid these dangers, something much
more difficult for flatboats and barges, which were left
at the mercy of the current.

"Even after we passed out of the region of the earth-
quake we were still threatened by uncharted
obstacles. Shoals, snags, planters and sawyers kept
the crew alert for trouble." "Shoals, | understand,
Captain," Carney. said, "but for those others I'm blank
as an Irish spud."

"They're local river terms, Carney. Snags are dead trees
anchored upright in the riverbed, planters the same
except their ends with foliage show above the water.
If you see tree trunks or limbs in the water, kept in
motion by the swinging currents, they're called
sawyers. In recent years snagboats have begun patrol-
ling the river, and have removed some ten thousand of
these hazards. Some of those remaining are now at
least noted on navigation charts so pilots can avoid
them.

"If those events weren't enough to overshadow our
voyage, the Battle of Tippecanoe, led by our current
candidate for the presidency on the Whig ticket,
General William Henry Harrison, had come to its
successful end in November of that year.

"There was a major slave uprising at New Orleans in
the early part of 1811, as well, and construction was
commenced the same year on that great highway to
the west, the Cumberland, or National Road, begin-
ning at Cumberland, Maryland."

The captain nodded, then continued. "Nature played
yet another trick on us in that fateful year. We noticed
a migration of squirrels, of all things, moving in their
thousands to the south, not stopping for rivers or any
other natural barrier. We witnessed great waves of the
creatures taking to the water as if being pursued by
predators, and many failing to survive the crossing."
Rachel said, "My goodness, Captain! You should write
a book to share your vast experience on the river."

He laughed and prepared to light a cigar. "Miss Rachel,
as you've seen, | get plenty of writing practice com-
posing letters to the powers that be, hoping to wake
them up to the dangers of boiler explosions."




