A WOMAN'’S LIFE ON A CANAL BOAT

By Norman C. Kerstetter
(May 1965)

My mother Sarah Elizabeth (Sallie) Benner hated life on the canals from the start, but she
persevered for quite a while. She married my father Blanton Forest (Dole) Kerstetter in 1889,
at which time he was operating a pair of boats inherited from his father Henry Kerstetter. The
elder Kerstetter lost his life by drowning in the canal below Middletown, Pennsylvania, in
1888. He was removing the tiller while passing under a low bridge and fell overboard.

Mother and Father were married at McKees Half Falls, and their wedding trip was a trip to
Nanticoke, Pennsylvania, for a cargo of coal. She recalled that her father, who lived in
Chapman three miles north of their starting point, stood on the towpath watching as the boat
passed by. He called to her asking how she liked boat life. She already had enough, and she
replied by saying she would never like living on the canals. Her father looked sad and watched
the bridal boat until it passed out of his sight.

My parents made many trips between Nanticoke and Havre de Grace, Maryland, then by
steamboat to Baltimore with their double boats loaded with coal. In 1893, the Tidewater Canal
was washed out and abandoned. From then on, the trips terminated at Columbia.

The first child arrived in 1890, and mother’s life became more difficult. There was the washing
on deck with the problem of drying the clothes on a line stretched from bow to stern; caring
for one, then two children; cooking for the crew in a stuffy small cabin hung midway in the hull
and rising a few feet above the deck.

There was no satisfactory place for the food. Smoked meat, usually covered with mould, was
kept in the oats bin. Water for cooking was kept in a barrel on deck. There was no
refrigeration, so the milk became sour, and the butter became rancid and ran off the plate.

Mother told of a meal she was preparing while coming upstream toward Mahantango Lock. It
consisted of fried tomatoes, ham, potatoes and a pot of coffee - all sitting on the top of the
small stove. The fuel, of course, was coal. Father was steering and failed to round out the
sharp curve leading into the lower gate and ran the bow of the boat against an abutment. The



impact threw the dinner, ready to serve, over the floor and the cabin was a mess. Luckily, the
stove remained upright. After a clean-up, the dinner had to be started over again.

With the arrival of her third child in 1893, Mother ended her boating days. Her trips up to this
time had become less frequent. She preferred to remain in the little family home in McKees
Half Falls, where raising a family was less dangerous. Father continued his career, in season,
until the canal boats stopped running in 1901. He then turned to farming for a livelihood.

[Editor’s Note: Norman C. Kerstetter was the first child mentioned in the story above. The
second was Harry Forest and the third William Arlington. See also the separate article on
Henry Kerstetter and Susan Portzline on this web site.]



