
The Kahlke Boat Yard was
located on Mill Street, on the
west-end of Rock Island, Illinois.
It was about a 10-minute bicycle
ride from my house to the boat
yard entrance. Despite the fact
that the whole area was over-
grown with weeds, it was easy
to locate because right in the
middle of the old boat yard
were the remains of this very
large old ferryboat. It could
be seen from blocks away and
made it very easy to find the
old Kahlke facility.

The original Kahlke boat-
yard was located just south of
the present location on Mill
Street. It opened for business
in August, 1868. The Kahlkes
rented the property on which
the boatyard was built from a
Mr. Bailey Davenport with a
15-year lease obligation. It was
not the first boatyard in the area
– both Holt and Van Sant had
yards in operation before the
Kahlkes and there were probably
others – none, however, were
as successful.

Peter Kahlke was the moti-
vating force behind this boat-
building business. He was one
of three brothers who came to
the United States in the 1850’s
from Germany. Before coming
to Rock Island, they had all been
involved in boat-building en-
deavors in New Orleans,
Mexico and Port Byron, Illinois.
Peter had also acquired consider-
able experience as a ships
carpenter and draftsman in
Cleveland, Ohio. Brother John
was also involved in the business
in the early years, but it was
Peter who had the talent and
business skills that made the
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The Davenport was a sternwheel ferry designed by Peter Kahlke and built at the Kahlke
Brothers Boat Yard in 1904. She was owned by the Rock Island - Davenport Ferry Company
and ran a daily schedule from Rock Island, IL to Davenport, IA from 1904 to 1925.



the boatyard successful.
In 1884, the location of the

boatyard moved to its present
location when the lease on the
original land expired and they
decided to buy property upriver
just south of the Weyerhaeuser/
Denkmann Mill property. For
over 50 years the boatyard
produced a great number of
sturdy, well-built wooden tow-
boats, raftboats and utility ves-
sels for the Upper Mississippi
River and beyond. The yard
continued to bristle with activity
into the early 1920’s. When Peter
died in 1924, his son, Fred, took
over the business. Fred would
be responsible for producing,
arguably, the most popular ferry
on the Upper Mississippi River –
theW.J. Quinlan.

The Quinlan was built at
the Kahlke Yard in 1904 as the
ferry Davenport. Peter Kahlke
laid her out and supervised her
construction. She was probably
the most notable vessel ever
produced there – and there
were a lot of vessels built there.

Captain Marcus Henderson of
the Rock Island-Davenport Ferry
Company contracted the Kahlkes
to build this sternwheel ferry
and she began service on August
25, 1904.

She was big for a ferry
boat, measuring 112 1/2 feet in
length and her beam, a hefty 36
1/2 feet. Her power came from
high-pressure steam engines with
14-inch cylinders and a five-foot
stroke. Steam came from a pair
of coal-fired water-tube boilers
manufactured by the Michael-

man Boiler Company of Quincy,
Illinois and she was propelled
through the water by a large
stern-mounted paddle wheel,
22-feet in diameter and turning
18-foot buckets. I’m recalling
that she cost between $15,000
and $20,000 to build.

The Davenport operated until
June, 1924, when ownership of
the Rock Island-Davenport ferry
service passed from the hands of
the ninety-year Wilson-Spencer-
Robinson relationship to Mr.
William J. Quinlan; a Rock Is-
land businessman who had a
passion for ferryboats. Quinlan
had Fred Kahlke completely
rebuild the old ferry, enclosing
both decks and drastically
changing her appearance. He
also changed her name to his –
hence, theW.J. Quinlan.

When she took to the water
again in May of 1925, she was a
splendid-looking vessel and was
immensely popular with Quad-
Citians. In addition to carrying

To accommodate the additional passenger traffic, the Davenport had the pilot house raised
and a permanent canopy added over the main deck at the Kahlke Yard in 1910

In 1925, the Davenport was purchased by William J. Quinlan, was completely rebuilt at the
Kahlke Yard and renamed W.J. Quinlan. The second floor was completely enclosed and con-
tained a dance floor, bandstand and bar. She maintained a daily 6:00 am to midnight
schedule and made 125 crossings daily – carrying nearly 1/2 million passengers a year.



passengers back and forth
between the two cities for work
and for shopping, she was also
an entertainment boat with a
dance floor and bandstand along
with a well-tended bar, slot
machines and Bingo games,
she was a well-known and well-
traveled landmark in the area.
The Quinlan ran from March
15th thru December 1st, main-
taining a 6:00 am to midnight
schedule, making 125 daily
crossings and carrying nearly 1/2
million passengers every year. I
remember reading that the ac-
tress June Haver (June Stavenour
before she became a star in Hol-
lywood), had sung on the Quin-
lan at one time.The famous
coronetist Bix Biederbecke had
reportedly frequented the popu-
lar ferry, however, I could never
find any record of him actually
performing there. During World
War II, Lee Johnson’s four-piece
band provided live entertain-

ment and the big ferry was
very popular with area military
personnel. Many would ride her
on Sunday afternoons for only
a nickel and enjoy live entertain-
ment while sipping drinks.
Les Swanson, the piano player
for Johnson’s band once stated
that “she was the boat to
nowhere, but a helluva lot of
fun” – an opinion shared by
many Quad-citians.

Note: An aside about the entertainment

on the Quinlan: One of the bands that

performed on the ferry was the Harmony

Kings led by Doc Wrixon. One of the

members of this four-piece band was a

saxophone player named Gail “Wally”

Bowlby. Mr. Bowlby owned a music store

on Third Avenue, just down the street from

the Montgomery Ward store in Rock Is-

land. I was employed by Mr. Bowlby dur-

ing the summer of 1962, giving guitar

lessons on weekends. For the entire time

I worked there, I never knew he played on

the Quinlan, and he never spoke of it.

When Mr. Quinlan died in 1940,
his wife assumed ownership and
managed the vessel until 1941,
when she sold it to R.F. Stock-
dale, a relative. In her last year
of operation, the vessel lost
about $10,000 and repair work
of about $45,000 was needed to
keep her operational. In 1945,
the W.J. Quinlan was declared
unseaworthy by the U.S. Coast
Guard Inspectors and was confis-
cated and taken out of the water
by Fred Kahlke in lieu of pay-
ments due. So there she re-
mained for over twelve years,
just sitting there quietly – over-

seeing the old boatyard that had
been such a vital part of that
areas’ growth. However, she
didn’t go unnoticed by a fourteen
year-old kid with a sketchpad.

By 1958, the ferryboat
W.J.Quinlan was in a sad state of
disrepair. I had become some-
what familiar with the old ferry
by that time, having made

Doc Wrixon and the Harmony Kings
performed on the Quinlan during the1940’s.
(Doc Wrixon, Jimmy Hicks, Larry
Andrews, Wally Bowlby and Earl Peters).

The Quinlan featured live entertainment along with slot machines and Bingo games.
She was extremely popular with area military personnel during the Second World War.

She provided great entertainment for a Sunday afternoon get-away as you could ride her
all afternoon for only a nickel and enjoy drinking and entertainment.



several trips into the boat yard
since the summer of that year.
She was now a rotting hulk –
out of the water and up on
blocks. Her smokestack and
paddle wheel were now gone.
Many of her glass windows were
broken and most of the white
and green paint that used to
cover her had all been worn
away by the weather.

Getting into the boatyard
was a challenge, primarily
because of old Fred Kahlke
and his dogs. Mr. Kahlke did
not like people in his boatyard,
and especially on his ferryboat.
More than once I had been
chased off this property by a
very vocal old man and his bark-
ing dogs. However, there were
times I was able to slip into the
boatyard unnoticed and climb
aboard the old vessel and ex-
plore. I had even drawn a crude
(but detailed) map showing the

layout of the boiler deck and
dance floor on the second deck.

As I recall, on the boiler
deck, the boilers and machinery
were gone. Above where the
boilers had been was a single
large opening where the smoke-
stack used to be. You could look
up when directly under this large
circular hole and see the sky.

I can remember this as clearly
as it were yesterday. I also recall
seeing an old cast-iron wood
burning stove there – you
know, the kind with the flat
circular covers that could be
lifted with an iron rod. We had
one almost exactly like it in the
basement of our home on Fifth
Avenue in Moline.

The second floor, where
decades ago Quad-Citians would
dance and listen to live entertain-
ment, was a little tricky to navi-
gate, as there were places that
were clearly unsafe. I had all
these places carefully marked
on my map. Some of the support
beams on the dance floor were
still painted and I can recall that
many of them had “No Spiking”
signs lettered on them. Once, I
ventured on the top deck and
into the pilothouse. I believe the
pilot-wheel was still in place,

The Quinlan, seen here in 1951 docked in the harbor area and minus her paddle wheel and
smoke stack, still looked as though a little effort might put her back in service.

The dance floor was a popular place on weekends with live music, food and drinks.
Although the short 5/8 mile trip across the Mississippi River was a short one, the music,

conversation and entertainment was enjoyed by young and old alike.



but I’m not positive about that.
I do remember that the view
there was magnificent. You could
see all of the boatyard, the har-
bor area and the river. It was
absolutely stunning. I remember
thinking – If I only had a camera
with me instead of just a sketch-
pad and my memory to preserve
all of this.

In October, 1966, after
several years of attending Black-
hawk and Palmer junior colleges,
doing window and interior dis-
play work at the Montgomery
Ward department store, teaching
guitar at Bowlby’s music studio,
and playing lead guitar in a “rock
band”, I joined the Air Force.
I was overseas on assignment in
Turkey when I received a letter
from my mother telling me that
the Quinlan was gone. On April
6, 1967, vagrants or vandals had
set her afire and she burned to
the ground. I was crushed.

Over the years since that
time I have gathered bits and

pieces of history on the old ferry.
With the help of the late Mr.
Ralph DuPae, The Murphy
Library at LaCrosse, Wisconsin,
and the internet, I have been
able to assemble a good visual
history of this vessel, both as the
Davenport and as theW.J. Quinlan,
with well over a hundred views
in my collection. Other than a
couple of photos of people on
the dance floor, taken in 1945,
I have no shots of her interior.
In 1995, while on vacation, I
was perusing some small shops
in East Davenport, Iowa , when
I came across some black and
white photographers’ contact
sheets containing miniature pho-
tos of the Delta Queen and a lot
of interior shots of the boilers
and machinery on theW.J. Quin-
lan. The proprietor wouldn’t sell
the photos to me without having
the photographers’ permission.
I ended up leaving without being
able to obtain them. Those pho-
tos are still out there somewhere.

Maybe I’ll come across them
again someday.

There is nothing left now of
what was once the largest and
busiest boat yard on the Upper
Mississippi River. The final
death-knell came when the city
of Rock Island , after the flood of
1965, bought the rights to con-
struct an earthen flood dike to
protect the city. The dike ran di-
rectly through the old boatyard –
and bulldozers and power saws
were set loose to cut a swath
through one-hundred years of
history. In 1978 the five-acres of
boatyard property, which had
been in the Kahlke family for
nearly a century, was purchased
by the Alter Company of Daven-
port, Iowa. What remains is
sadly, in my opinion, the un-
marked grave of one of the most
historically relevant properties
in the Quad-Cities area. I find it
somewhat astonishing that, for
the most part, it’s former exis-
tence is pretty much ignored by
a city and area that benefited so
greatly from its‘ existence.

As for theW.J. Quinlan,
she’s but a distant memory to a
only a few of the Quad Cities’
most senior citizens. Memories
of a different time when you
could ride the ferry all day for
a nickel, and steam-powered
riverboats built of wood were
commonplace on the waters of
the Upper Mississippi River.

The Quinlan as she appeared in 1965 – now just a rotting hulk and stripped of her dignity,
She would burn completely in two years; the victim of the torch of vagrants or vandals
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