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TRAGEDY
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by Ronald Horstman

The tragic story of the short life of the Steamer Ruth is
one of many of such casualties which occurred during the
War between the States. A steamboat less than a year old
and almost as large as a modern football field was totally
destroyed by fire on the Mississippi River on August 4,
1863. Along with the loss of the ship were 26 Union men
and $2,600,000 in new United States currency. The ship
was the victim of one of the many successful acts of
Confederate sabotage.

The original Steamer Ruth, the first of six steamboats to
bear that name, was built in 1862 at Jeffersonville, Indiana
at a cost of $90,000 for Mrs. Caroline Pegram whose son,
Ben R. Pegram, became the captain. The ship was 275 feet
long and 80 feet wide and was powered by two steam
engines with a nine-foot stroke, each driving one of the
27 1/2-foot paddle wheels. The engines were built by Peter
Tellon. On each wheelhouse was a large painting of the
Biblical Ruth, the daughter-in-law of Naomi, gleaning in the
harvest field following the reapers of Boaz.

The Ruth went into service on January 1, 1863, and
spent almost all of her short operating period as a transport
carrier for the Union forces. On June 19, 1863, when the
Ruth was accompanying a small Union ship above
Memphis, a Confederate land battery shelled the small
Union ship inflicting heavy damage on it and then began
firing at the Ruth. The Ruth was armed with 12 pound
rifled artillery pieces and returned the fire. The Confederate



4

404 - d'24'444e.,/44444'74:14/

a a
A 12, ,,.e y

,40, 41;eZez,e4;\
4 ,

M
. 
,- /4, d'ev,

ler2444/ C(:7:.
(Ad

4/4,444 .

rier.4 3:, 7244 ,,r;;
'„ 	 • ;44

Whole No. 70	 Page 215

guns were too light to inflict serious damage on the Ruth
and action broke off.

About six weeks later the Ruth left St. Louis bound for
Helena, Arkansas, with $2,600,000 in new government
greenbacks intended to be used as payroll for the army of
General Grant. Accompanying the money were eight
paymasters and their clerks under the command of Major
Nathan S. Brinton. Also aboard were 150 military and
civilian passengers, 400 tons of commissary goods including
coal, gin, and pork, 150 head of cattle and 130 mules.

At 11:20 p.m. on August 4, 1863, the Ruth left Cairo,
Illinois after stopping there to refuel. About six miles
downstream, almost at midnight, fire was discovered
between the cabin decks. Within minutes the fire was out of
control and Captain Pegram headed the ship at full speed
towards the Missouri shore. As the ship struck the bank
most of the passengers and crew escaped but 26 persons
including the paymaster and two clerks assigned to guard
the currency shipment lost their lives. Five soldiers who had
planned to escape at the last moment by diving into the
water were killed when they were struck by a falling plank.

The inferno lasted six hours before destroying the Ruth.
After the wreckage had cooled, a deliberate search was
made for money and for Major Brinton's private safe
containing invoices for the shipment. The safe was found,
but the only money which was located was two fragments
of currency.

One fragment is of a $2 U.S. Legal Tender note dated
August 1, 1862, and the other is a $5 U.S. Legal Tender
note of the series of March 10, 1863.

After the war, Absolom Grimes, who was a mail carrier
for the Confederacy, named in his writings Robert Louden
as the person who set fire to the Ruth.

Major Brinton, who rose to the rank of Lt. Colonel
after being completely cleared of any charges in connection
with the fire, was honorably discharged in October of 1865.

No photograph of the Ruth is known by a bill of lading
dated January 24, 1863, shows a lithograph of the
steamboat. Both the note fragments and the bill of lading
are in the archives of the Missouri Historical Society.

A sketch by special artist F.B. Schell appeared in the
September 5, 1863, issue of the Leslies Weekly Newspaper
showing the Ruth in flames against the Missouri shore.

Footnotes:
(1) Frederick Way, Jr. Way's Directory (Sewickley, Pa.

1950) Page 263.
(2)Missouri Republican, August 6, 1863, Page 2, Column 2.
(3) Absolom Grimes, Confederate Mail Runner. . .Edited by

M.M. Quaife (New Haven, Conn. 1926) Page 147.
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