
Two giant side paddles or one big one at the stern (back) of the boat turned to give the steamboat 

the power it needed to go up and down the river. Most steamboats burned wood or coal, which 

created steam, and steam turned the paddles. But steamboat travel was risky. Not content to take 

a leisurely cruise up or downriver, firemen stoked the boiler hotter and hotter, building up steam to 

make the paddlewheels turn faster and faster. Time was money. Time was everything. They were 

in a hurry to reach their destination. Steamboat captains made it worse when they raced against 

each other to “win” the title of the fastest ship between two points. People lined the riverbanks to 

watch and bet on the fastest ship. *crazy*  

Paddleboats sometimes got so close in narrow channels that they hit each other. "I suddenly found 

myself standing face to face with a passenger on the other boat,” one man said. “And to his surprise, 

I extended my hand and wished him a good morning. He shook it.” The boats soon raced on.   

Steamboat racing was only one cause of 

accidents. Another cause was the sudden 

collision with a snag (a stump floating in the 

muddy river). The Mississippi and Missouri 

rivers were noted for steamboats being hit by 

driftwood. One steamboat, the Arabia, hit a 

snag and sank in ten minutes. The passengers 

all survived, but the boat lay in the muddy river, 

buried for over one hundred years, until its 

discovery in 1987.   

 

By far the most serious and common cause of a steamboat accident was a boiler explosion. If the 

steam was not controlled, it could build up and suddenly boom, the boiler blew. Hot coals from the 

nearby firebox blew out, and the wooden boat could easily catch fire.  

The worse steamboat disaster in US history occurred in April 1865. Out of the 2,427 passengers 

aboard, 1,800 lost their lives when three out of the four boilers on the SS Sultana exploded, sinking 

the ship near Memphis, Tennessee. The Sultana set out from New Orleans, Louisiana, with a crew 

of 85, about 100 cabin and deck passengers, livestock, and cargo bound for St. Louis, Missouri. 

The ship’s legal capacity was 376 persons. The ship stopped in Vicksburg to patch a boiler (instead 

of replacing it). There they took on more passengers. A lot more! The Civil War had just ended, 

and Union soldiers had been released from Confederate prison camps. They were desperate to go 

home to the North. Over 2,000 soldiers crowded aboard. The decks were completely packed.  

The accident occurred because of the poorly repaired boiler. It gave way and exploded. Men were 

thrown from the deck into the water. Hot coals caught the boat on fire. Hundreds died of drowning, 

the freezing water, and burns. Some passengers were rescued from the trees, where they’d been 

flung. Bodies were found downriver for months. Sadly, lives could have been saved had the captain 

replaced his boiler and not overcrowded his ship.  

The wreck of the Arabia in 1856 



 

Side-wheel paddleboats and stern-wheel (wheel at the 

back of the boat) boats traveled America’s big rivers. 

Some were oceangoing vessels as well. How did the 

boat move? Large paddlewheels churned the water 

and pushed the boat forward. What moved the paddle? 

Steamboats used steam to move rods, which were 

attached to the paddlewheel, much like rods pushed 

the wheels on a steam train.  

 The paddlewheel on the left is a replica of the wheel 

that belonged to the steamboat Arabia. The Arabia hit 

a snag and sank in 1856. No lives were lost, but its 

cargo lay buried under the mud of the Missouri River 

until 1987, when the Arabia was rediscovered and 

salvaged. Two hundred tons of pre-Civil War artifacts are now on display at the Arabia 

Museum in Kansas City, Missouri. Learn more about the doomed steamboat at 

www.1856.com  

 

To learn how a paddlewheel moves the boat, we are going to use rubber-band power, 

not steam power. Both use the same principle to move the boat.  
  

Materials: 

• a Styrofoam meat tray 

• 2 rubber bands that fit snuggly  

  around the meat tray 

• 2 long pencils 

• a clear plastic cover from a fruit  

  or vegetable tray (or another  

  source of heavy plastic for the  

  paddle) 

• duct tape 

• scissors 

• a bathtub or small swimming  

   pool partly filled with water 

 

http://www.1856.com/


 

1. Turn the meat tray upside down and position a pencil along each edge. Make sure the 

pencils stick out about four inches past the back end of the boat (meat tray).  

2. Ask someone to hold the pencils while you secure one of the rubber bands around the 

pencils and the meat tray. The rubber band holds the pencils in place for the next step.  

3. Cut two pieces of duct tape, each about twelve inches long (depending on the width 

of the meat tray). Wrap the duct tape around the entire tray, securing the pencils in 

place. Wrap the second piece closer to the back edge to secure the pencils more.  

4. Slip the other rubber band around the two pencils. 

5. Cut a rectangle from the clear plastic to fit between the pencils without touching the 

meat tray. Decorate with a Sharpie pen if desired. (See picture below.) 

6. Slip the plastic paddle into the rubber band and wind it away from the boat (so when 

you let go, the boat moves forward).  

7. Wind tightly and set the boat in the bathtub 

or pool. Watch it go!  

8. You can create cardboard cargo, decks, 

and flues (smokestacks) for your 

paddleboat too.  

9. Make more boats and have races.  

  


