
Lock on the Schuylkill Canal atAuburn (1950). 

bars and long towlines as they trekked along the riverbank. 
Later a towpath was made and mules were used to move 
the boats. Mules proved to be the best animals for the 
job since they were strong and could be trained to pull 
to one side so as not to be pulled into the canal by the 
weight of the boat and its freight. 

John Butz Bowman, who was born in 1868, grew up 
in Schuylkill Haven and spent the rest of life in Pottsville. 
Bowman shared many of his memories of the Canal in 
his two-volume work entitled Folklore of the Schuylkill 
CanaP In it he claims that there were three kinds of 
boatmen to be found working on the Canal. The first 
group, the river boatmen, often a higher class than the other 
two, went down the Canal in the spring and did barge work 
in Philadelphia, in New York City, or on the Erie Canal, 
not returning home until fall. According to Bowman, a 
neighbor (identified only as "Tom S.") of one of these river 
boatmen told of hearing an unusual noise one night and 
getting up to investigate. Seeing the boatman's three sons 
throwing water against the side of the house he assumed 
there was a fire but was quickly told this was not so. The 
boys explained their actions by saying, "Pop's just come 
home. He has been sleeping out on the harbor all summer. 
When he got in, he complained he couldn' t sleep so well 
on land. [So] we have to stay out all night and throw 
water up against the house." 4 

The second group of canal boatmen comprised individu­
als who owned their own homes and boats. Some were 
Civil War veterans and/or farmers from surrounding coun­
ties who either worked their farms between trips or left 
that work to their families. There were always three 
workers on individually owned boats - two on deck and 
one on the towpath. The captain remained on board to 
steer and to alert the lock tender of their arrival. At the 
front of the vessel the bowsman handled the towline. "At 
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the approach of every lock [he] had to pull the towline 
on deck and take the rope fender and let it down between 
the boat and any wall that they might approach. This was 
a dangerous task. Many bowsmen lost their lives by being 
squeezed to death when they were bumped off into the 
locks when the boat made contact with the walls." 5 (The 
bowsman was also responsible for cooking the meals and 
the driver had to do the dishes.) Although the individual 
owned his own team of mules as well as his boat, the latter 
was under the supervision of the Canal Company, who 
determined the need for repairs or for condemnation should 
that prove necessary. 

The third group of boatmen worked directly for the 
Canal Company which provided them with a boat, a team, 
and a driver. Some poor, homeless family men worked 
on company boats and some company boatmen were good 
people; for example, Bowman mentions one Methodist 
clergyman who was a station driver and also tells of many 
good businessmen who worked on Company canal boats. 
But many were "riffraff, hoodlums, and drunkards. Nearly 
every captain had his fallen woman." 6 Bowman tells the 
story of a boatman who died in Mt. Carbon and two of 
his disreputable friends. Thirsty, the two took his "body 
between them, like a drunken man, over to the saloon and 
placed it up against the bar, with its arms resting on the 
counter as though asleep. They ordered two whiskeys and 
walked out, leaving the corpse. The saloonkeeper said, 
'Here, wake up! Pay for those drinks.' No answer. 'Pretend 
yer sleepin', will you? Well I'll wake ye up!' He struck 
the corpse on the head with his bar stick, which sent it 
sprawling to the floor. The two boatmen, who were watch­
ing from the outside, rushed in and accused him of having 
murdered the man. The bartender, all affrighted, said, 'It 
was a clear case of self defense. He drew a knife on me, 
and I had to defend myself. '" 7 



Yard engine loading a canal boat at the Port Clinton 
dock; c. 191 Os. 

Reading Railroad locomotive and freight train. 

THE RAILROADS 
In Pennsylvania (and nationally), canal companies 

enjoyed a relatively brief period of prosperity, for they 
were quickly eclipsed by railroad companies; trains could 
travel faster and farther than canal boats. In addition to 
competition from the railroads, the Schuylkill Canal 
Company was faced with the problem of coal silt collecting 
in the waterway. It made navigation increasingly difficult 
and then impossible; by 1888 the Canal was closed be­
tween Schuylkill Haven and Port Clinton. The Port Clinton 
dock was one of the last to close, remaining in operation 
until 1915. The last coal shipment on the Canal was 
sometime in 1924-25; there was commercial traffic on the 
Canal between Manayunk and Fairmount in Philadelphia 
until 1931.8 

The Schuylkill Canal had not been in operation for a 
decade when the first major railroad in the region (and 
the third in the State) was built between Port Clinton and 
Tamaqua, prompted by the discovery of new coal fields 
in the Valley of the Little Lehigh in 1831. The steam 
locomotives Catawissa and Comet, imported from Liverpool, 
England, were assembled in Port Clinton in 1833. They 
were built to travel over "wood rails covered with flat iron 
strapping," 9 but on a trial run "the engine spread the rails 
and ran into the river." 10 Despite this initial setback the 
Little Schuylkill Railroad soon justified the hopes of its 
builders, Dr. Isaac Heister; Frederich List, a German 
economist in exile in the United States who later became 
known as the "Father of German Railroads"; and Moncure 
Robinson, a civil engineer from Virginia who helped in 
the construction of one-third of all the railroads built in 
the country in the decade after the introduction of the "Iron 
Horse." II In fact, "Moncure Robinson was to see his 
dream of railroads, railroads, railroads fulfilled and he was 
to become the 'Genius of America 's Earliest Railways. "' 12 

His 1832 Port Clinton home still stands and is one of the 
highlights of the walking tour through the town. 

The Little Schuylkill Railroad soon had major competi­
tors: The Philadelphia and Reading Railroad was built 
through the Gap to the coal fields in Pottsville in 1842. 
By that time, "2,400 railroad car were running over ] 05 
miles of track compared with 1,750 boats still in use on 
the canal."l3 The Philadelphia and Reading absorbed the 
Allentown Railway Company in 1856 in order to eliminate 

competltlon; been cutting and filling in 
preparation for laying its own track when the takeover 
occurred. The Pennsylvania Railroad laid its track on the 
side of the mountain above the Philadelphia and Reading 
Line in 1887. Major employers in the area, these railroad 
companies provided jobs for many of those put out of work 
by the decline of the Canal Company. 

L. to r. : Harry Fisher, Irvin Reppert, and Vincent Fisher. 
Because of the work of these men and others, the history of 
the Port Clinton area is being preserved (1986). 

IRVIN REPPERT, 
PORT CLINTON'S RESIDENT HISTORIAN 

Irvin Reppert is one of Port Clinton's most active and 
prominent citizens and its resident historian. Born and 
raised in the town, his roots go deep: His father, grand­
father, and uncle were all canal boat captains based in Port 
Clinton. In fact, his father, William H. Reppert, quit his 
canal job in 1914, the year Irvin was born, since the Canal 
Company was now in dire financial straits; he then took 
a job with the Pennsylvania Railroad as a track laborer. 
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Centre Street in Port Clinton, c. 1920s. 

With his longtime connections to the town and its 
history, Irvin Reppert is able to relate much of the area's 
lore. For example, he read somewhere that local farmers 
always left the first few rows of corn next to the Canal 
for the boatmen, although he is not sure whether this was 
out of good will or simply because they felt it would be 
taken anyway. Based on another Reppert anecdote, the 
latter may be more likely, for he explains with a laugh 
that if, when the canal drivers came by, "some woman had 
her wash hanging [out] and ... [there] was a better shirt 
than his, why she had a dirty shirt and he had a clean 
one on his back!" He goes on to say that knowing this, 
his mother would holler to his father in the Pennsylvania 
German dialect, "Take the wash In . Here come the boat 
people." 

* * * 
Irvin Reppert was born just a few houses away from 

the former school (now the Port Clinton Transportation 
Museum) he attended as a child. When he was a student 
there, there were three rooms and, he estimates, about 170 
pupils in grades one through eight. After completing the 
eighth grade he worked for the Works Progress Admin­
istration (WPA) for about five years. Because the job made 
him feel dependent on the government - a feeling he didn't 
like - he left and got a job in 1937 as a laborer with the 
Pennsylvania Railroad . He was not happy working for the 
Company, calling their practices "man-killers." His job 
involved working on the tracks, and he tells how he and 
another laborer, who was Italian, had to drag railroad ties 
along the track in the summertime. "When it's ninety out 
here, you can figure it's about one hundred and twenty 
on the railroad. [We were] in that field all day . .. and 
all at once [the Italian] started staggering, I don't know 
why. And the foreman said, "What the hell's wrong with 
you?' Boy, I thought, I've got to get off this railroad." 
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Irvin Reppert did "get off' the Pennsylvania Railroad, 
taking a job with the Reading Railroad (known as the 
Philadelphia and Reading Railroad until 1887) around 1940. 
He was much happier working for the Reading, and in fact 
it was this job which kept him from being drafted. "I got 
called, and legally I got cut, and I was only an extra boy." 
Irv went on to explained how common his job was at first. 
"Boy, that was low. I was in eight, out eight, in eight, 
out eight. And I went to work any day of the week, any 
hour of the day." He worked for four years as a brakeman, 
and then became a conductor on freight trains. "It was 
a [much] easier job, and it was more money." Irv remained 
on the Reading Line until he retired in 1974. 

Irvin Reppert has lived in his current residence since 
he was a child. He says, " I like the town because I was 
born and raised here. I never had any reason for leaving. 
I figured Port Clinton was as good as anywhere." He and 
his wife, the former Arlene Acker, have six children, and 
he explains that "when the kids were growing up, I was 
on the railroad. My wife raised the family." The Repperts 
will celebrate their 60th wedding anniversary this year, and 
although they 've always lived in a quiet town, their lives 
have been anything but quiet. Irvin has served as mayor 
of the borough and as president of its volunteer fire company. 
In the latter role he was instrumental in getting the firehouse, 
located at Broad and Penn Streets, built. 

The current mayor of Port Clinton, Edward Wright, tells 
of the Saturday morning on which Reppert planned to start 
building the structure and on which he expected many of 
the townspeople to come out and help with the project: 
" [When] no one showed up . . .. Reppert came and pushed 
the fire alarm. People answering the alarm got both a rude 
awakening and a civics lesson from Reppert ... [who told 
them] 'That's no fire .... We're going to build the 
firehouse.' He was somewhat cantankerous but the result 



Looking east at the loading dock and canal boats at Port Clinton; c. 1912. 

of all that was he got things done." 14 Another Port Clinton 
resident, Herman Baver, remembers that Irvin Reppert was 
also instrumental in the acquisition of the Company's fire 
truck in 1979, saving money from block parties and putting 
it in a truck fund . IS 

THE TRANSPORTATION COMMUNITY 
MUSEUM 

In addition to his other civic work, Irvin Reppert has 
played a major role in preserving Port Clinton 's rich history, 
most notably as president of the Borough 's Transportation 
Community Museum . The museum had its beginnings in 
1981, when a group of boy scouts led by Vincent E. Fisher 
stumbled upon a large anchor while tubing down the 
Schuylkill. As Irv Reppert tells the story, "[Vince] was 
floating down the river with the boy scouts, and they seen 
this here sticking up out of the mud, and they started 
digging around, scratching around, and they found out that 
it was an anchor. And of course they couldn't bring it 
out that day [it was far too large and heavy], so they 
covered it up and marked the spot . . .. And they went 
up later on ... and put the anchor on [a large inner tube] 
and they floated it down the river, and brought it to the 
museum, and behind the firehouse, that 's where they stored 
it. " 

That anchor, which sparked the interest of the poeple 
of Port Clinton and invited them to take a closer look at 
their town's history, is now prominently displayed in the 
Museum's main room along with the rudder from a canal 

boat, part of a railroad car, and railroad telephones. There 
are also models built by Mr. Reppert - replicas of the 
railroad, the canal boats, town landmarks, and a covered 
bridge used in earlier years. Outside the building is a door 
from a canal lock and a railroad flagstop station. 

Although Vincent Fisher was the prime mover behind 
the establishment of the Museum (and its first curator), 
Irvin Reppert has contributed much of his time to working 
there. Working with him is Edward Wright, Museum vice­
president and transportation-history enthusiast. He spoke 
about the Museum in a newspaper interview several years 
ago, explaining that the board of directors has been very 
careful with financing the work (including the purchase of 
the former school in which it is housed) and says, "They 
are proud to be totally self-sustaining." 16 Other volunteers, 
too, donate their time and money. Harold Hafer is now 
the full-time curator, and Herman Baver, councilman and 
owner of the bed-and-breakfast establishment on Route 61, 
recently purchased a property which includes an old lock 
southwest of the town's present Little League field . Baver 
plans to restore the lock and preserve it for generations 
to come. 

Today, then, because of the work of these men and 
others, Port Clinton has a facility which houses photo­
graphs, documents, and other memoriabilia which tell the 
story of the Schuylkill Canal, the historic Towpath Trail, 
the railroads, and the people who founded and helped make 
the town what it is today - the repository of two hundred 
years of transportation history . 
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The Festival and its Sponsorship 
The 47th Annual Kutztown Folk Festival Is brought to you through the efforts of Festival Associates, 
Urslnus College and the Foundation for Agrl(ultural Resource Management (FARM). A non-profit 
organization whl(h Is the proud owner of the new festival grounds, S(huykill County Fairgrounds, 
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Associates Is our new management team that will present an authentl( and theatrl(al reenactment of 
18th and 19th century Pennsylvania German life for the publl( to enjoy. Urslnus College of 
Collegeville, Pa., supervises all (ultural aspects of the festival. The (ollege uses Its portion 

I VM of the proceeds for s(holarshlps and general edu(atlonal purposes. 
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