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CHARLES C. BURCH: EARLY SABI NE LAKE STEANMBOAT
CAPTAI N
By W T. Block

During the m d-nineteenth century, cotton

st eanboat captains on Sabi ne Lake were held in
hi gh est eemi n bot h East Texas and Loui si ana, for
oftenthey weretheonly link between an i sol at ed
village with the outside world. Captain Charles
C. Burch of Johnsons Bayou and Sabi ne Pass was
one of those captains; infact, there were three
Burch brot hers, each of whomsail ed as a st eaner
captai n on vari ous occasi ons. Sherwood K. Burch
was the ol dest of them having been born in New
York in 1816; he was al sothe | ast of the brothers
toarrive at Sabi ne Pass. It is believed that he
traveled with his parents and the Neil MGaffey
fam |y when he was about agethreeto Circleville,
Chi o. Charles. Burch was born in Ohio in 1823,
and I ncrease R. Burch was born in the sane state
in 1820. 1



The witer believes that the Burch brothers were
apprenticed as cabin boys and | aborers aboard
the Ohio River steaners at an early age, and t hus
had worked their way up to such vocations as
captains, mates, stean engi neers, and clerks
(supercargoes) by the tine they reached Sabi ne
Lake, for none of themwere ever enpl oyed bel ow
t hose ranks in Texas.

| ncrease R. Burch, husband of Julia Marie
McGaffey, followed his father-in-Iaw, Neal
McGaffey, to Texas about 1846. McGaffey, a

| awyer, had becone well-to-do for that age,
havi ng beconme t he owner and proprietor of the new
townsi te of Sabi ne Pass. About 1849 C. C. Burch
and his w fe Hannah fol |l owed him and inthe 1850
Sabi ne Pass census, were living in the I ncrease
Burch househol d. However, Hannah Burch died in
1851, probably during childbirth, and on Feb.
22,1852 Charles Burch married Johanna O r of
Sabi ne Pass. 2

Orr, daughter of George and Priscilla Or, were
formerly of Johnsons Bayou, but about 1822 Orr
followed Henry Giffith, Reuben and Sol onon
Barrowt o Chanmbers County, Texas. I n 1825 Orr was
appoi nted t he Mexi can "al cal de" for the Liberty
Muni ci pality, which then contained an area the
size of ten present-day Sout heast Texas counti es.
I n 1826 Stephen F. Austin appointed Or to
acconpany and guide John C. WIIlians, who had
been appointed by Austin to map and chart all
navi gabl e wat erways, which fed into Sabine
Lake. 3 By 1860 Charl es and Johanna Burch were t he



parents of four children, to wt, George,
El i zabeth, Priscilla and Hannah.

About 1855 C. H. Ruff of Beaunont hired Charl es
Burch as captai n aboard his steanboat, the Mary
Falvey, which picked up cotton al ong the | ower
Neches River twice nonthly. I n Nov. 1859, as H.
R. Green rode t he Falvey up Pine | sl and Bayou to

Concord, he noted that: "....Charlie Burch, her
popul ar commander, soci abl e, generous, clever,
Is a whole teamin all respects..." Green al so
added that the Mary Falvey had: "....good
accommpodati ons, excellent fare, and kind and
gentlemanly officers...."* The Falvey was 120

feet I ong, wei ghed 298 tons, and could carry 450
bal es of cotton.

| n 1860 a new st eaner, naned t he Sabine, arrived
at Sabi ne Pass, it being wholly owned by the
Burch brothers, and Captain Charles left his
command on t he Falvey to becone pil ot aboard t he
Sabi ne. Like the Falvey, the Sabine could al so
| oad 450 bales of cotton. Increase R Burch
becane t he captain; S. K. Burch becane t he cl erk;
and anong others in the 15 man crew were 2
engi neers; a steward, cook, and bartender; a
fiddler, 2 carpenters, 3 seanen and i cabi n boy.
Bot h t he Sabine and Falvey were ti ed up at Sabi ne
Pass when the Civil War beganin April, 1861, and
the witer believes that both vessels entered
t he bl ockade-runni ng trade, | oaded with cotton.

| n Nov. 1862, Ruff, who fornmerly owned t he Falvey,
was one of the owners of the steaner Uncle Ben,
whi ch was 135 feet |ong and could carry 1,000



bal es. And when Texas' Confederate Gen. J. B.
Magruder chose to armthe Uncle Ben, he
commandeered the Ben and its crewinto the Texas
Mari ne Departnment. Ruff brought a variety of
seanmen

aboard the Uncle Ben as masters, mates, and

pi lots, which also included Capt. C. C. Burch.

On Jan. 21, 1863, Maguder sent the arned

st eanboat s Uncle Ben and Josiah Bell to sea to
break t he Sabi ne Pass bl ockade by 2 sail shi ps,
t he Morning Light and Velocity. The bl ockaders
fled for 30 mles at sea before the sl owsteaners
caught up and t he fi ght began. Mageruder had sent
a habi tual inebriate, Maj or Wat ki ns, to command
t he engagenent, but thelatter lay drunk in a bed
during the fight. After an hour the bl ockaders
surrendered and were towed back to Sabi ne Pass.
However the 32-pound guns and 400 tons of
suppl i es on the Morning Light were | ost when t he
maj or refused perm ssion to kedge the vessel
over the bar to safety.6

Sherwood K. Burch, the ol dest of the brothers did
not arrive in Sabine Pass until 1858, for all of
his children were bornin GChio. In 1864 | ncrease
R. Burch died, but it is unknown whet her or not
his death was war-related. In 1870 Julia Marie
Burch was the head of her househol d, and her
youngest child was born in 1864. I n 1865 Charl es
Burch chose to becone a farnmer, so he noved
Johanna and his 5 children to Johnsons Bayou.
However, inthe fall of each year when cotton and
ot her produce were sent to market in Orange, the
steanmers Emily P. and Lark were constantly inthe



Johnsons Bayou- Orange trade and the schooner
Dr eadnaught plied constantly in the
Bayou- Gal veston trade. And Charli e Burch agreed
to captain the Emily P. until the cotton season
ended. 7

Bet ween 1880 and the year of the storm 1886,
Johnsons Bayou enjoyed i nmense prosperty, with
about 1, 200 resi dents ont he bayou, and 700 acres
planted in cotton and 100 acres planted i n sugar
cane. During sone years, cotton production
reached 900 bales, with Ferdi nand Pavell,
Frederick Schm dt (my great grandfather), and
Caswel | Peveto owning cotton gins. Pavell also
owned one of the two sugar mlls | ocated there.
And as captain of the Emly P., it was Burch's
duty to bargain for the cotton, cattl e, and ot her
produce shipped to nmarket.8

On one of histrips to Orange, the Emily®"s st eam
boi | er expl oded, and Capt. Burch was kill ed

I nstantly on Jan. 28, 1884. Hi s body was returned
to Johnsons Bayou for internment, but no

headst one exists there for himtoday.9

| n Feb. 1873, Capt. S. K. Burch was the | ast of
the brothers to commnd a steanboat naned the
Comargo, and he made voyages that year in both
t he Sabi ne and Neches rivers. In Jan. 1874, the
Comargo struck a snag at Townsends Ferry on
Angel i na River and sank, a total |oss. 10

Not hi ng el se i s known about S. K. Burch. Julia
Mari e Burch resided i n Beaunont for npbst of the
remai nder of her life, and her tonbstone notes



t hat she died in 1918. Johanna Burch conti nued
tolive wth her children on Johnsons Bayou, and
the |l ast i nformati on about her was in 1906 when
she applied for a Confederate pension.
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