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On April 9, 1852, the aging sidewheeler steamboat Saluda, loaded with
passengers and cargo heading up the Missouri River, exploded at Lexington,
Missouri. Loss of life and limb was so horrific that the disaster received wide-
spread newspaper coverage then and significant commentary since in Missouri
county histories and books about western steamboating.1 Scholars have
described the event as "the most terrible disaster that ever occurred on the
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Missouri."2 That claim, however, cannot be verified because newspapers at the
time and historians since have put forth very different estimates of passenger
numbers and casualties. The Saluda disaster "has become a legend of the river.
Much has been written about it and much romancing has been done."3

Several questions linger like hazy smoke around the Saluda's story: How
many passengers were on board when the boat left St. Louis? How many
when it exploded? Who were they? Where were they headed? How many,
by name, can be identified as killed or missing? What became of the sur-
vivors? What did they say about the tragedy? Other matters also deserve
revisiting, such as: What was the condition of the Saluda? What caused the
explosion? Who is to blame? How did Lexington residents respond to the
tragedy? The authors have drawn from their recent and ongoing research in
an attempt to answer those questions and properly position the Saluda disas-
ter in the history of America's inland waterways.

Through scouring newspapers published in towns along the Missouri River,
searching court records in Lexington, checking census and vital records, and
culling genealogical data relating to passengers, officers, and crew, the authors
estimate that 55 percent of the Saluda's passengers on the day of the explosion
(an estimated 97 of 175) were members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints (Mormons or LDS) heading west. Of 54 persons identified by the
authors as dead or missing, 28 were Mormons. Most of the Mormon survivors
continued to Utah, where several wrote firsthand accounts of the disaster or a rel-
ative wrote the survivor's story. The authors have located and studied more than
two dozen such accounts in Utah repositories and family collections.4 In 2002,
the sesquicentennial year of the disaster, the findings were published in
Explosion of the Steamboat Saluda, prompting readers to submit new informa-
tion relating to the incident.5 What follows is an analysis of the Saluda disaster
based on the authors' research and information subsequently received.

2 Phillip E. Chappell, A History of the Missouri River (Kansas City, MO: Bryant &
Douglas, 1905), 87. In "The Story of the 'Saluda,'" Spies called the incident "the biggest and
most tragic disaster in all of Missouri river steamboating" (p. 24). John Edward Hicks called it
"the greatest tragedy in the history of the Missouri River." Early Days on the Missouri River
(Kansas City, MO: Indian Creek Books, 2000), 62.

3 Hicks, Early Days, 62.

4 The authors have located personal writings by or about Mormon passengers or eyewit-
nesses Henry Ballard, George Henry Abbot Harris, James May, Matilda Wiseman Hutchings,
Louisa Sargent Harris, William Rowland and daughters, Harry and Rhoda Brown and children,
Eli Kelsey, Abraham O. Smoot, William and Sarah McKeachie and children, Jonathan Moreton,
Job and Ally Moreton, Emma Randall, Selina Roberts, Alexander and John Gillespie, John
Sargent, Thaddeus Wilton Huff, the Thomas and Mary Ann Darlow family, and others.

5 Since the publication of Explosion of the Steamboat Saluda, the authors have received
information identifying twelve more Mormons on board, including two who died because of the
accident (Job and Ally Moreton) and two who died not long afterward, apparently at Council
Bluffs (Mary Ann Darlow and her infant son, Jared).


