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Chapter One

June 5, 2009

Chattanooga, Tennessee

She’s a time machine, really. She truly is.
I’m fully aware of this date and time, but I feel exactly like I
did decades ago when I first stepped aboard her gorgeous bow. Her
golden wood still shines like sixty years ago. Her white-painted
railings are still perfectly kept. Even the antique life-preservers
are immaculately well-cared-for, just like they were in 1949. Yes,
she’s a time capsule for all to see. God, what a wonderful machine
she is. I love her—I love her like no vessel that ever cast a line
from shore.

The Delta Queen. She seduces my heart.

Today, much like the days of my early youth,
I feel that same pang of love/lust for this old river ship. As my
feet step from ramp to deck, again I feel exactly the same way I
did back then. I feel changed. I feel twisted into a form even
older than my seventy-six years. My time machine Queen has once
again thrust me back in time, taking me to that special place—that
wonderful time during late 1940’s when such a boat would have been
ritzy and fun, but not out of the ordinary. She would have been
vibrant and quaint, strong and beautiful—but not out of
time-line.

Today, she is very much out of time-line.
She’s a delicious piece of our forgotten past. She’s a ghost of
yesteryear still clinging on for dear life. She’s so strangely
beautiful—those tiny ripples of Tennessee River current lapping at
her side. She is a snapshot of history … a snippet of a perfect
time in our American past, when entrepreneurs bought and sold grand
ideas in America’s time of big boom. She was a product of those old
river towns along America’s coastline, shuttling goods and people
from place to place with a class of brilliance like none other.
Yeah, she’s perfect, my Delta Queen.

Again I feel like I’ve stepped into the
roaring twenties, or perhaps even the thirties or forties. But no
way do I feel like it’s 2009. I’m so glad I came to this little
ribbon-cutting—this opening of a hotel and closing of a river boat.
I’m so tickled I’m here! Honey, I’m home! It’s been so long …

I’ve missed her so.
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At the tender age of seventeen, it was hard
for me to fathom the sheer size of this magnificent sternwheel
steamboat reaching some 285 feet out into the cold river waters.
Its heavy, one-half-inch thick hull was always lovingly painted
like the fingernails of a pampered housewife. Her quaint inner
decorations are still lovingly polished to this day and maintained
like the viewing of a casket of a veteran. And the Delta Queen is
quite the veteran, herself.

Having spent her first years cruising the
western American coast of California in the 1920’s and 30’s, she
eventually played a part in WWII, shuttling men and weaponry up and
down the west coast. She was a workhorse in those days, yet still
carried her sense of prowess and beauty like few others. She was
class in a time of classlessness. She was a pearl in a sea of
clamshells. She was what she still is … breathtakingly beautiful!
Her splashings and thrashings of paddle-wheel vs. current are still
a grand show. She is my queen …

Her sister ship, or should I say brother
ship, was the Delta King, also prowling those same western waters
of yesteryear. But time did not pamper the King as kindly as his
fair sister. He eventually met his demise in the Port of New
Orleans where he was hacked into pieces and sold for scrap.

Sad days for the Delta Boat Family.

It’s wonderful to now be enjoying this old
boat—not slaving away down in its lower quarters. As much as I love
this old boat, my early days onboard were nothing like this old guy
is enjoying today. It was hard work back then, hauling goods to and
from river ports and warehouse docks. But getting the chance to
cruise the wondrous rivers of the south is something few youthful
lads could ever say they had the opportunity to do. Few have seen
Paducah, Kentucky, with early morning Ohio River mists boiling
through the docks. Few have seen the shores of Alabama on the
Tombigbee through the old panes of riverboat glass. And to say I
worked aboard her for those early years of my life … well … I would
take nothing for those hard-working days. “Hard work builds
character, Boy!” old man Stockham would shout over my shoulder. I
hated that arrogant deceitful man, but if it wasn’t for him, I
would have never met the woman of my dreams.

And I don’t feel so bad for having stolen so
much from him …


Chapter Two

The summer of 1949 was a
tough one for me. I had taken on a job at a local “spirits” dealer
near Paducah, Kentucky. James Stockham was a wealthy and quite
savvy businessman in the 1930’s and 40’s. His company would ship
wooden barrels of wine and whiskey to and from city ports like
Memphis and Louisville, usually via the river port of Paducah. They
would usually only ship a few at a time…maybe four to
six…hand-trucked onto the river vessels at the time. Those barrels
were so terribly heavy, and most of the vessels I’d board would be
the ones willing to share a small spot onboard if their load wasn’t
completely full. Whoever had the cheapest ride to or from a certain
spot would be my two day ride.
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