
Who Was Henry
Miller Shreve?

It’s difficult to imagine why the history books have practically
ignored Henry Miller Shreve.  Most people have never heard
of him. Geographically he is remembered in Louisiana where
a city bears his name. Other than that you’d be hard pressed
to find record of his existence. Yes, the recording of history
can sometimes be unjust and incomplete.  

When you speak of steamboat 
development, the name of Robert
Fulton or even John Fitch and
James Rumsey come to mind.
Those a little more familiar with 
the subject may even speak of 
John Stevens, Samuel Morey or 
Elijah Ormsbee. But what about
Henry Miller Shreve?  Why have 
encyclopedias and books of fact
preserved such a strange silence
about Mr. Shreve?  The fact that
Henry Miller Shreve, the builder of the first real American
steamboat, has been seemingly forgotten, is unforgivable.

No, Henry Miller Shreve was not the inventor of the first
steamboat; not even the first successful steamboat. Others
that came before him deserve credit for that accomplishment
and Fulton’s success preceded Shreve’s contributions by 
almost an entire decade. The true genius of Mr. Shreve 
was in the fact that he learned from Fulton how not to 
build a steamboat.

Granted, Robert Fulton made steamboats a commercial 
viability. Many of his vessels successfully plied the streams 
of the East before Shreve began building steamboats.  
But while Fulton tried futilely to make his steamships work 
on western rivers and gave up – returning to New York in 
failure and disgust, it was Henry Miller Shreve who had 
the vision, knowledge and the perseverance to make 
steamboats a workable entity on the inland streams of
a growing United States of America.

Henry Miller Shreve was an Easterner by birth – a Quaker, 
the son of Revolutionary War Colonel Israel Shreve and 
one of six children.  From his boyhood days in Brownsville, 
Pennsylvania, he had always been associated with river

activities. When he wasn’t working on the family farm to 
help support his family, he could be found down at the 
riverfront at Brownsville.  When still a teen-ager, young
Shreve built a 35 ton keelboat and, with a crew of 10 men,
headed a thousand miles down the Ohio River and 200 miles
up the Mississippi to St. Louis, Missouri. The trip took 40
days. He was able to sell the merchandise brought along on 
the trip in return for a load of furs, making a good profit.  
This was the beginning of the fur trade between St. Louis and
the eastern United States. This keelboat experience taught
Shreve that the flat, shallow keelboat hull was the type of hull
that could most easily move through the unpredictable 
currents of the inland streams of the United States.

The steamboat had already found its way to the Mississippi
and Ohio rivers through the efforts of Nicholas Roosevelt 
and Daniel French. The NEW ORLEANS (1811), COMET
(1812), VESUVIUS (1813) and ENTERPRISE (1814) had 
limited success but these vessels were basically ships of 
eastern design with deep hulls and bulky intricate and under-
powered machinery located in the hull. This design had severe
limitations on the shallow western rivers, especially when 
trying to navigate upstream against the current.

It was Henry Miller Shreve who finally took Daniel French’s 
ENTERPRISE upstream from New Orleans to Louisville in
1815, the first steamboat to successfully accomplish this.  
Had the river not been at flood stage at the time, the little
steamer would not have been able to complete the trip.
Shreve knew this – and he knew that the design of the 
ENTERPRISE was all wrong.  The trip had succeeded pretty
much by chance.  A steamboat of a radically different design
was needed to successfully navigate the western rivers.

Convinced he had the answer, Henry Miller Shreve began 
building his riverboat at Wheeling, Virginia.  It would be a
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This U.S. Postage stamp shows the Washington as a sidewheel vessel. 
Research seems to indicate that she was a sternwheeler.



completely different vessel from the ground up. The design 
was so radically different that most people laughed at his 
efforts.

He started by constructing a large keelboat-type hull from
long seasoned timbers taken from fortifications at Ft. Henry.
The bow differed from the typical keelboat hull in that it was
gracefully modeled to cut the water like a knife. When 
completed, the hull was entirely boarded over.  On the hull
he placed new high-pressure steam engines based on French’s
oscillating principle, only using a stationery cylinder and a 
vibrating pitman.  He also utilized a cam cut-off with flues 
to the boiler. The engines developed about 100 horsepower,
weighed only 9000 pounds and did not utilize a balance
wheel.  The four boilers and the engines were installed in 
a horizontal position; rather that in the upright position as 
used on eastern-built predecessors. With most all of the 
deck space taken up by the machinery, Shreve added a
second deck for passengers; with a main cabin 60 feet 
long containing three private rooms and a spacious bar. 
This was the first two-deck steamboat ever built. 

She was launched on June 4, 1816 and he called her the
WASHINGTON. She was the prototype American river 
steamboat with two smokestacks, placed side-by-side and 
two covered paddlewheels that were mounted aft of amid-
ships.  Atop the second deck was placed a structure to house 
the pilot and steering wheel.  His handpicked crew was 
composed not of eastern sailors, but of barge and keelboat
men who knew the river.  

By adapting the keelboat hull and attaching his specially 
designed machinery for steam propulsion, Henry Miller
Shreve placed before the world the first and original 
prototype for the American steamboat. The mold was cast.
Every steamboat of the many thousands that have plied he
river since, has been nothing more (or less) than a variation 
of the steam propelled keelboat designed and built by 
Henry Miller Shreve.  

So, if anyone ever asks you “Who is Henry Miller Shreve?” –
you can tell them: ”He’s the inventor of the “American Steam-
powered Riverboat.”  And you’ll be absolutely right
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The WASHINGTON was a victim of the first steamboat boiler explosion on
U.S. Western rivers. She exploded near Point Harmar, OH on June 9, 1816,

fatally injuring 16 persons. The WASHINGTON may have also been 
involved in the first steamboat boiler explosion while racing with 
another vessel. On May 4, 1817, on the Mississippi River, near Point

Coupee, LA, the steamer CONSTITUTION exploded her boilers in a contest 
of speed with Shreve’s sternwheeler. 23 persons lost their lives.


