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Figure 1. The hulk of the Bertram/with two-thirds ol the cargo removed; 
view to the south. The decking, with the exception of a small portion amid­
ships, starboard side, is removed. Note the surrounding well point system 
and depth of the stern to grassy surface in upper left-hand corner of photo­
graph (ca. SO feet). Early salvaging activity can be seen in the extreme bow-
where the forecastle was chopped and torn awav. (Photo courtesy of Wood-
manofthe World Magazine. Omaha. Nebraska.) 



FOREWORD 

This work is the result of a cooperative effort by two agencies 
of the U.S. Department of the Interior, the National Park Service and 
the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife. It deals with the archeo-
logical excavation of the Bertnnd. a mid-19th century riverboat dis­
covered near the Missouri River on the DeSoto National Wildlife 
Refuge. 

This important historic site was found on Federal land in 
1968 by two private citizens, Messrs. Jesse Pursell and Sam Corbino of 
Omaha, and was excavated under the direction of National Park Serv­
ice archeologists. The remains of the steamboat and its cargo fall 
under the broad protective purview of the 1906 Act for the Preserva­
tion of American Antiquities, and subsequent legislation. As custodi­
an of the boat and its cargo, the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wild­
life makes a significant contribution in protecting one of the Nation's 
most outstanding historic properties. 

Rogers C.B. Morton 

Secretary of the Interior 



PREFACE 

Late one cold afternoon in February, 1968, two men from 
Omaha, in search of treasure that had eluded many others for over a 
century, came close to realizing their dreams. Jesse Pursell and Sam 
Corbino had found the remains of the riverboat Bertrand, the sunken 
steamer that was a legend in many Iowa and Nebraska communities 
along the Missouri River. For as long as the oldest residents could 
remember, stories were told of the gold, whiskey, and mercury that 
awaited those fortunate enough to find the boat that had gone down 
in 1865 while enroute to Fort Benton, Montana Territory. But as is 
the case with so many dreams and visions of wealth, other men long 
ago had salvaged the Bertrand and had taken all but nine containers 
of mercury. The gold and kegs of whiskey reported to have been on 
board were never found during the 1968-69 excavations. 

But the real treasure—that of the riverboat and the cargo in 
its holds—has become a part of the heritage of the people of the Unit­
ed States, to be displayed and protected for us by the Bureau of Sport 
Fisheries and Wildlife at the DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge. Always 
important as a resting and feeding place for hundreds of thousands 
of our nation's migrating wildfowl, the Refuge has become particular­
ly significant now as one of those sites where American history will be 
made more meaningful and vivid for many future generations. 

The remains of very few historic sites in the United States 
can compare with the diversity and number of cultural objects re­
covered from the riverboat's holds. Over three years were required to 
preserve and stabilize the goods meant to be used by our forebears a 
century ago. During those three years, scarcely a day passed at the 
laboratories of the DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge or of the Midwest 
Archeological Center of the National Park Service in Lincoln, Ne­
braska without the opening of a Bertrand shipping case, and the iden­
tification and preservation of still another historic tool or other prod­
uct used in Montana Territory in the 1860's. 

The remains of a sunken riverboat are valuable for the inter­
pretation of an earlier way of life because of the accidental nature of 
their loss, their undisturbed preservation, and their intrinsic interest. 
Catastrophes arising from volcanic eruptions, storms at sea, and tur-



bulent rivers often result in instant preservation of significant archeo-
logical evidence. The Bertrandis an excellent example of this kind of 
preservation. 

As will become clear to those who read Mr. Petsche's book, 
the Bertmnd is not simply a unique historic site investigated by a few 
persons for the edification of a small number of archeologists and his­
torians. It is one for which many persons gave of their talents, and 
one for which two agencies of the Federal (Government—the Bureau 
of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife, and the National Park Service—mar­
shalled their forces. And it is one for which two determined private 
citizens, Messrs. Pursell and Corbino, exercised extraordinary skill in 
locating the sunken riverboat and then cooperated with Federal au­
thorities to excavate and thus initiate processes which would result in 
the saving of one of America's most meaningful treasures of the past. 

Ronald H. Walker, Director 

National Park Service 
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Figure 2. Artist's interpretation of the Benrand on the Missouri. This 
sketch and other renderings of the ship's lines and reconstructions are 
based on scale drawings and photographs of the remains of the boat made 
by archeologists and architects during excavation. Supplementary informa­
tion on appearance of details was derived from early photographs and de­
scriptions of riverboats of the same general class, of similar construction, 
and period of use. 



GLOSSARY 
A specialized vocabulary came into use by rivermen and 

boatwrights during the 80 years of steamboat development in the 
United States. Many of the terms are borrowings from the language 
of seamen and have undergone slight or substantial modifications in 
meaning. Others have been in use for centuries by carpenters and 
other artisans, but also take on different connotations when used in 
reference to riverboats. 

Arm A paddlewheel spoke, one end of which is attached to a 
flange, and the other to the buckets (paddles). 
Ash trough A long metal pan under the grates to catch ash­
es from the firebox; coursed with firebrick, and extending to 
the trapdoor on the guard. 
Athwartship Across the ship from side to side. 
Beam Breadth of vessel athwartship, measured from inside 
planking; also, a horizontal supporting member. 
Bitts A pair of vertical posts supporting a horizontal timber 
in the bow; used in tying lines and similar in function to a 
kevel. 

Boiler deck The deck immediately above the boilers; usual­
ly served as the base or floor of the cabin area on packets. 
Break The point at which an upper deck ends and from 
which there is a drop to a deck on a lower level. 
Buckets Planks extending from the arms of the paddle 
wheel and forming the paddles. 

Bulkhead Any upright partition separating compartments 
or holds. 
Bull rails Removable rails used on the main deck between 
the stationaries to facilitate loading. 

Bustle Bulges in the stern rake; a result of building the 
stern in such a way that the forward portion of the balance 
rudders clear the stern rake with minimal space. 
Buttocklines Contours on body plans where a vertical plane 
parallel to the centerline intersects the hull. 
Cant To turn or angle from the horizontal. 

xvii 



xviii The Steamboat Bertrand 

Capstan Powered drum mounted on vertical axle; used with 
lines to move heavy objects or the boat itself. 
Carlines Joists running athwartship supporting boiler and 
texas decks; cf. deck beams. 

Carvel-built Planks of hull set flush at the seams; as op­
posed to clinker-built, i.e., planks or strakes overlapping. 
Chain plates Thick, wooden plates bolted to the side and 
bottom ribs or a keelson, and to which are connected the hog 
chains. 

Chine The knuckle where the sides of the boat meet the 
bottom and form an angle. 
Coaming Curbs around the edges of decks. 
Cocked hat. A triangular wooden component used to brace 
paddle wheel arms, or as a wooden brace for hull framing. 
Crank Metal arm connected to the pitman and paddle 
wheel shaft; that portion of the assembly which changes line­
ar to circular motion. 
Crown A slight lateral curve in the decks athwartship to fa­
cilitate drainage of rain water, or decks awash; also referred 
to as the camber. 

Davit Crane of wood or metal for raising and lowering the 
dory or workboat. 
Dead flat Transverse section of the vessel with the largest 
area, the ends from which sheer upwards in the bow and 
stern. 

Deadwood See skeg. 

Deck beams Joists running athwartship and to which the 
main decking is attached; cf. carlines. 
Draft That portion of the hull extending into the water; 
traditionally measured vertically in feet when light (empty 
vessel) and/or heavy (fully loaded vessel). 
False transom A vertical surface of the hull aft of the tran­
som and rudders. 

Forecastle The forward portion of the vessel, including 
superstructure, main decking and appurtenances. 
Flanges Paddle wheel hubs attached to the shaft, and to 
which the arms are attached. 

Grasshoppering A method of levering a vessel over sand­
bars or other shallow areas with a pair of spars and derrick 
rigged in the bow. 
Guard A deck outboard of the hull on which cargo was car-
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ried and/or to provide a walkway; originally meant to pro­
tect the paddle wheel. 
Hog To curve upward amidships, or downward at stern 
and stem; used in reference to the conformity of the hull 
when unbraced. 
Hog chains Iron rods, varying in diameter from about 1 lA 
to 2'/2 inches, used in the trussing system to support the bow 
and stern and, often, the sides of the hull. 
Hog chain braces Wooden timbers supporting hog chains, 
projecting at various angles from keelsons or other major 
supporting members of the hull bottom; a part of the truss­
ing system to prevent hogging. 

Ice shield Iron sheeting outboard on the bow, extending 
above and below the waterline to protect the vessel from ice 
and other obstructions. 

Keelson A major supporting structural member in the hull 
bottom parallel to vessel length. 

Kevel A wooden or iron assembly fastened to the deck with 
ends projecting beyond the center, and to which lines may 
be belayed or fastened for tie-down of the vessel. 
Mud drum Hollow cylinder under the boilers; used to col­
lect sediment from the boilers. 

Outriggers Horizontal wooden braces supporting the 
guards. 
Pillow block Supporting members of a shaft bearing; a 
mounting for the paddle wheel bearing, countersunk into 
the aft extension of the cylinder timber. 
Pitman Connecting rod between engine crosshead and the 
paddle wheel crank. 

Quarter Extreme after part of a vessel's side. 
Rake Inclination from a vertical or horizontal direction; 
usually in reference to turn of bilge in stern and bow. 
Scantling Boards used for framing. 

Scarf joint Method of joining side and bottom planking or 
strakes to increase sheer strength. 

Sheave A roller chock attached to kevel to facilitate easy 
movement of lines and to reduce rope friction. 
Sheer Longitudinal upward curve of the deck and lines of 
the vessel viewed from the side. 
Skeg A fin ahead of the rudders to prevent side slip. 
Spar chain straps A ring or chain on the outer bow sides, 
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used as a guide and fulcrum for the spars employed in 
grasshoppering. 

Stanchions Upright members supporting rails, decks, etc. 
Stationaries Stanchions supporting the outboard edge of 
the boiler deck. 

Steam drum Cylinder situated above the boilers; used to 
collect and hold steam for transmission to engines. 
Stempiece Timber or iron rod running from the hull bot­
tom and curving upward to the deck; the forward most 
component of the vessel. 
Strake A breadth of planks, either bottom or sides of hull, 
forming a continuous strip from stem to stern; also used to 
refer to a single plank of the above assembly. 
Texas deck The deck above the boiler deck on which a cab­
in (above the skylight roof) is attached. 

Timberhead Wooden or metal posts used for tying lines in 
the bow. 

Transom The aftermost of the square frames, or the verti­
cal planks at the stern of the hull. 
Yoke Heavy supporting beams in the bow of a vessel. 



Figure 3. A small portion of the cargo removed from the Bertrand and 
stored prior to preservation in a cool, moist atmosphere. (Photo courtesy of 
American Telephone & Telegraph Co., Long Lines Department.) 



PART 1 

INTRODUCTION 
In late February of 1968, two Omaha salvors, Jesse Pursell 

and Sam Corbino, encountered evidence of a buried steamboat near 
the present channel of the Missouri River, approximately 25 miles 
upstream from Omaha on the DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge. The 
remains of the vessel lay below the water table in silt and clay at a 
mean depth of 28 feet from the surface (fig. 1). Drawing on informa­
tion in old maps, early newspaper accounts, and abstracts of land 
ownership, supplemented by the use of a flux gate magnetometer, the 
salvors encountered the hrst physical evidence of the boat with a 6-
inch auger drilled from ground surface through the hull bottom. The 
craft was subsequently identified during cargo removal as the Ber-
trand, principally on the basis of cursive lettering in stenciling ink on 
the side of a number of boxes which read "Bertrand Stores." 

A steamer of the Upper Ohio class or type, the Bertrand was 
known to have sunk in DeSoto Bend on April 1, 1865. Enroute from 
St. Louis, Mo., to Fort Benton, Montana Territory, she carried a car­
go of foodstuffs, clothing, agricultural and mining supplies, and, ac­
cording to historic sources, a large amount of mercury for use in the 
amalgaming process of gold refining. The successful location and 
complete excavation of the cargo in 1968-69 thus ended periodic 
searches by others stretching back nearly a century. 

The discovery also modified local tradition which held that 
the Bertrand contained fabulous wealth, not only in the form of mer­
cury (some sources report 35,000 pounds), but also in the form of 
5,000 gallons of whiskey in oaken casks—and even gold. The sum to­
tal of the treasure trove, however, was limited to mercury in nine con­
tainers. A good deal of evidence encountered in the excavation dur­
ing the summer of 1969 is indicative of previous salvage attempts, and 
the small amount of mercury was recovered in a context that lead the 
author to the conclusion that the containers were simply overlooked 
in a previous salvage attempt. 

In early 1968, the salvors sought and signed a contract1 with 

'Number GS-0()-DP-(S)-80Tr01 and dated January 3, 1968. As a result of the long pe­
riod of time required to find the boat and complete excavation, the contract was subse­
quently amended (renewed) on March 11 and again on July 22, 1968. and January 13, 
1969. 

1 



2 The Steamboat Bertrand 

the General Services Administration, a prerequisite to a search and 
recovery of treasure trove on Federal land. According to conditions 
of the contract, the salvors, if successful, were to receive 60 percent of 
the value of the trove, specified as mercury, whiskey, and gold—the 
Federal Government to retain 40 percent. The contract further pro­
vided, in Article 2, that the salvors be "guided during any excavation 
by the advice of the Chief, Midwest Archeological Center, National 
Park Service." Furthermore, the contract was made subject to provi­
sions of the Act for the Preservation of American Antiquities, ap­
proved June 8, 1906 (24 Stat. 225), and the implementing rules and 
regulations. Article 12 of the contract further states that "any artifacts 
(to include all man-made objects or parts thereof) or other valuable 
historical items that may be recovered, must remain the property of 
the United States Government and shall be given into the custody of 
the Refuge Manager." 

From the outset of the search in 1967, administration of Na­
tional Park Service responsibilities to assure compliance with the An­
tiquities Act fell to Wilfred D. Logan, Chief, Midwest Archeological 
Center. He was present at the Bertrand site at all times during excava­
tion considered critical for the preservation of the sunken riverboat, 
and during the fall and early winter of 1968 when the first cargo was 
removed from the stern holds. The author was then assigned to initi­
ate the research and supervise the excavation. He was present 
throughout the excavation period of 1969, and remained until the 
cargo was completely recovered, the well point system removed, and 
the water table again allowed to rise, leaving the hulk under 12 feet of 
water, silt and sand. Field notes, charts, maps, scale drawings, and 
photographs were made under the direction of the author from the 
time of initial exposure of the steamer to the backfilling operation. 
Authorities on preservation and stabilization, architects, and engi­
neers were consulted from time to time, and, until more permanent 
facilities were installed, a temporary field laboratory was arranged at 
the headquarters of the refuge. 

The historical significance of the vast amount of cargo may 
be considered in one respect as material culture "captured in time," 
precisely dated, and quite representative of the mining technology 
and frontier economy of mid-19th century North America. Such po­
tential for the interpretation of American history was immediately 
recognized by the Secretary of the Interior's Advisory Board on Na­
tional Parks, Historic Sites, Buildings and Monuments. A memoran­
dum issued by the Board states, in part, that it "...regards the Ber­
trand and its contents as a type specimen, exceptionally valuable for 
study and illustrative purposes and, therefore, of national historical 
significance within the meaning of the Historic Sites Act of 1935." As 


