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Pinney Dock:  Chapter Two 

 

 

 

Busy Place. Ashtabula Harbor’s large Pinney Dock is destined for more growth. At 

left are the pier and warehouses that serve saltwater ships. At center is the area in 

which iron pellets, aggregates, and potash are stored after being unloaded from 

lake ships. To the right of that is the Union Dock, a recent Pinney acquisition. At 



the extreme right is the deepened Minnesota slip, with Interlake Steamship’s 

inactive steamer E.G. Grace. At upper left is Route 11, over which trucks haul iron 

pellets to Youngstown area blast furnaces. (Youngstown Vindicator, June 6, 1982.  

 

The next decade after the Pinney dock dedication ceremonies on April 15, 1956, 

Nelson Pinney devoted his time and energies to improving and expanding his 

business.  

An April 11, 1955, story in the Ashtabula Star Beacon illustrated Nelson Pinney’s 

dedication to his business. The story reported that Merritt, Chapman & Scott 

Corporation this weekend had begun its dredging project at the Pinney Dock& 

Transportation Company docks. The construction company arrived at the docks 

Thursday and started its operations Friday, according to Company President 

Nelson J. Pinney. That weekend workers began removing shale necessary to 

construct the dock’s slip.  

City police received several inquiries during the weekend from the Lakeshore Park 

area regarding tremors and noises there. Police traced the reports to the dock where 

workers were drilling and setting off explosives to remove the shale. 1 

Nelson Pinney worked hard to turn his dreams for Pinney Dock into reality before 

he retired. His wife Marguerite and his nephew Maynard B. Walker helped him run 

his growing business. The 1940 Federal Census shows Marguerite, 35, Nelson, 34, 

his nephew Maynard Walker, 9, living at 56 Jefferson Road in East Ashtabula. 

Francis and Frank Smith, 17, and Paul Smith 12, listed as roomers, also lived with 

them. When Nelson Pinney died in 1967, his nephew Maynard Walker took over 

as owner and president of Pinney Dock & Transportation Company. His wife, 

Marguerite, remained active in the business until she died in 1994 at the age of 

eighty-nine. 

 Maynard B. Walker oversaw Pinney Dock’s continued growth. By 1982, the 

company proposed a multimillion-dollar expansion program that new president 

Maynard Walker forecasted would impact the employment and industrial 

development of northeastern Ohio and Northwestern Pennsylvania. He noted that 

“Our operation is becoming increasingly important for the whole eastern Ohio-

western Pennsylvania-West Virginia area.” 

A story in the Youngstown Vindicator of June 5, 1982, examined some of the 

factors behind the expansion of the Pinney Dock & Transportation Company. 

Years ago, Nelson Pinney contracted to dispose of the glass-like slag of the Union 

 
1 Ashtabula Star Beacon, April 10, 1955.  “Lake Shore Area Hears Blast at Pinney Dock 



Carbide Corporation’s Ashtabula plant. He could find no market for the slag, so he 

dumped it into Lake Erie to the east of the A &B and Union Docks. One of his 

employees, Harold Helfer dumped the first load of slag into Lake Erie to build 

Pinney Dock 2 

With the impending opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway, Nelson Pinney saw 

economic possibilities in a dock to serve saltwater ships. He organized Pinney 

Dock and had some slips dredged, piling the dredged rock and mud on the slag to 

form two docks. The operation grew to occupy nearly three hundred acres of 

Ashtabula Harbor lakefront, including about sixty acres acquired in the Union 

Dock. 

The dock facilities featured about ten acres of warehousing space plus other docks 

to unload and store the cargoes of the giant lake ships. These 1,000-foot self-

unloaders which were double the size of the previously largest lake vessels carried 

up to 60,000 gross tons per trip and required vast outdoor storage for iron ore, 

aggregates and other raw materials. 

Pinney Dock installed two 45-ton cranes at the warehouse docks, enabling 

saltwater ships to unload cargo at a rate of about 8,000 tons a day. Nelson Pinney 

also installed electromagnetic cranes to unload pig iron and steel products. 

Among the materials imported and stored in the warehouses were Canadian 

newsprint for Ohio and Pennsylvania newspapers and ilmenite ore, the base for 

titanium used in the paints produced by several Ohio companies. Warehouses held 

English clay used by the ceramics industry and pig iron from Brazil. The facilities 

also included two silos for strong cement that pneumatic methods unloaded from 

lake ships. 

In an article in the Youngstown Vindicator of June 5, 1982, President Maynard 

Walker revealed that the company considered installing either a huge coal loading 

facility at a cost of up to $10 million, or a container dock of undetermined cost, or 

both of them. 

In1981, Pinney Dock acquired the old Union Dock in Ashtabula Harbor from 

Conrail and transformed it into a place to unload and store iron pellets, sand, 

gravel, limestone and potash from self-unloading lake vessels. The company also 

arranged rail transportation with Conrail and the Pittsburgh & Lake Erie Railroad 

which meant cost saving for local companies. For years, Youngstown Sheet & 

Tube Company and later Jones & Laughlin Steel Corporation; Sharon Steel 

Corporation, and Republic Steel Corporation trucked iron pellets to their 

 
2 “Ashtabula’s Pinney Dock Plans Major Expansion. Geprge R. Reiss. Youngstown Vindicator, June 5, 1982. 



Youngstown area blast furnaces down Route 11, saving $1 to $2 a ton in shipping 

and handling. 

Recently, Pinney Dock finished dredging the Minnesota Slip between the Union 

Cock and Conrail’s A &B Dock from a depth of 25 to 28 feet. The dredging at a 

cost of one million dollars, provided docking facilities for ships with increasingly 

heavier loads. 

Maynard Walker believed Pinney Dock’s innovations, especially the future 

container dock, would help area industrial development by improving the ability of 

companies to expand foreign trade.  

The dock company employed about eighty people fulltime and up to one hundred 

parttime. Indirectly, it provided work for hundreds of other workers, including 

vessel hands, railroaders and truckers. 

 

Six Hoover Masons, Dock Ten, Pinney Dock 

In 1981, Pinney Dock handled 3.3. million tons of cargo, including about 2.5 

million tons or iron ore and 280,000 tons of foreign cargo. 

Maynard Walker said that Union Dock, whose Hulett machines over the years had 

unloaded millions of tons of iron ore for Youngstown and Pittsburgh area blast 

furnaces. The Hullett ore-unloading docks became outmoded since the introduction 

of the large, self-unloading ships. The 1,000 footers, for example, can disgorge 

their 60,000 gross-ton cargos in six hours, one-quarter to one-half the time the 

Huletts take to unload much smaller ships. 



  Conrail closed Union Dock a few years ago when two Hulett machines were 

damaged in accidents. Pinney Dock discontinued the machines and the ore bridge 

and ripped up their concrete foundations. It stored the broken concrete for fill 

material to extend the dock’s length to about 2,000 feet, the same as the other 

docks. Now Pinney Dock had the needed space for its expansion program, 

including the proposed coal loader and container facility. 

According to the Vindicator article, Ashtabula Harbor was the Youngstown 

District’s principal port of entry for the St. Lawrence Seaway system and the Great 

Lakes. According to reports, Pinney Dock, the largest privately owned dock on the 

seaway-Great Lakes system, would play a major role in Seaway traffic going 

through the Great Lakes.  

President Walker said Pinney Dock considered the coal loader to handle exports of 

U.S. coal to Europe and Canada. Much European bound coal was diverted to Great 

Lakes ports recently because of congestion at ports in Newport News and Norfolk, 

Virginia; Baltimore; and other East Coast locations. 

Ships that cost $8,000 to $10,000 a day to operate often waited 30 to 60 days to 

load coal cargoes. Eventually, better scheduling and construction of new facilities 

cut the ships’ lost time and the coal diversion. Regional interests believed that the 

lack of Lake Erie docks to efficiently handle container shipments of manufactured 

goods impeded the growth of Ohio’s export trade. 

Shipping cargo to containers by ship, rail, truck and airplane has grown 

tremendously, because container shipping cuts labor costs, damage, and pilferage. 

Traditionally, container shipments moved chiefly through Montreal, on the St. 

Lawrence, or through East Coast ports, such as New York, Baltimore and 

Philadelphia rather than through lake ports. Pinney Dock people believed they 

could change that tradition. 

If Pinney Dock’s studies showed it would be feasible to install the container dock, 

the dock would materially help eastern Ohio-western Pennsylvania companies 

develop profitable foreign trade, according to Maynard Walker. 

Using what he called the KISS Principle (Keep It Simple Stupid), Maynard Walker 

revealed that Pinney Dock had sharply cut capital investment and operating costs 

and attained greater reliability. 

In1982, Standard Slag Company of Youngstown owned half of Pinney Dock and 

Nelson Pinney and his heirs, including Maynard Walker and his wife and Mrs. 

Marguerite L. Giordan. R.  Thorton Beeghly, chairman and president of Standard 

Slag was vice president and Joseph A. Del Priore was vice president of sales.  



Joseph Del Priore pointed out that Pinney Dock used front-end loading machines, 

instead of towing ore bridges to load iron pellets into trucks bound for the blast 

furnaces at Sharon Steel or Republic Steel in the Mahoning and Shenango Valleys, 

or to load railroad cars bound for the Jones & Laughlin blast furnace at Aliquippa, 

Pennsylvania.  

Joseph Del Priore explained that the loading machines need only 10 minutes to 

load a truck and eight hours to load seventy railroad hoppers, much faster than the 

old-fashioned ore bridges. 

“All this is part of the new day of automation that will enable American industry to 

survive and be competitive,” Joseph De Priore said. 

From 1967 when he took over as President of Pinney Dock to 2001, when he 

retired, Maynard Walker worked to implement the vision for Pinney Dock that he 

shared with Nelson and Marguerite Pinney. A licensed professional engineer, he 

worked with Joseph De Priore to ensure that Pinney Dock would contribute to the 

new day of automation and help American industry to survive and be competitive. 

Maynard Walker shared another of Nelson and Marguerite Pinney’s vision with his 

continual support of the development of Kent State University in Ashtabula 

Walker shared in the vision of Nelson and Marguerite Pinney with his continued 

support of the development of Kent State University 

at Ashtabula. He quietly contributed to the Ashtabula 

Community by serving in many community 

organizations including on the Board of directors of 

local banks, the Ashtabula Foundation, and the 

Ashtabula County Medical Center. He belonged to the 

Great Lakes Terminal Operators Association, and the 

National Association of Stevedores.3 

A 1995 story in the Ashtabula Star Beacon focused on 

Joe Varckette, Director of Sales for the Pinney Dock 

& Transportation Company. Joe Varckette had 

previously been Ashtabula City Manager, but he left 
 

3 Maynard B. Walker died on December 2, 2011, and he is buried in Edgewood Cemetery.   

 

 

 

 



that position to work at Pinney Dock. He pointed out that the first cargo arrived at 

Pinney Dock in 1956. Employees built the business and established a tradition that 

earned the company the reptation of being one of the most respected shipping ports 

on the Great Lakes. “There is a tremendous history here and I am learning much of 

it from our President Maynard Walker and our Executive Vice President Joe 

DelPriore. We are handling between five and six million tons of commodities a 

year,” he said. “The employees at Pinney Dock are who built the company. Now I 

have the opportunity to take what they have nurtured and expand on it.” 

According to Joe Varckette, Pinney Dock efficiently handled many different 

commodities, and connected Ashtabula with the world. He dealt with customers 

from Canada to Florida as well as international customers and suppliers. The 

Company had shipments coming in from Australia, Italy, and South Africa, 

bringing in such commodities as iron ore, titanium, clay, tale, limestone, coiled 

wire, salt, and coal. 

 

Honoring the Merchant Marine In Every Port 

 
Like all sailors, Merchant Marine sailors 

forge connections to each other and the 

ships and waterways they sail. Michael 

James Monahan, born in Covington, 

Kentucky, was no exception. The story 

of Merchant Marine machinist Michael 

James Monahan took place in different 

settings than Ashtabula and the 

Ashtabula Maritime and Surface 

Transportation Museum, but the 

connections are as solid as a ship’s 

anchor.  

 

Ashtabula citizens Joe Cook and 

Wallace E. Wason, were two World War 

II veterans who were not in the 

Merchant Marines but were instrumental 



in creating the Merchant Marine Memorial in Point Park, a few oar strokes from 

the museum’s front door, and establishing the Ohio Valley Chapter of the 

American Merchant Marine Veterans. Cincinnati resident Bert Hinds, regional vice 

president of the American Merchant Marine veterans, told part of Michael James 

Monahan’s story in a manuscript from the Merchant Marine collection in the 

library of the Ashtabula Maritime and Surface Transportation Museum. 

 

Michael James Monahan 
 

Throughout the navigation ages, Great Lakes and ocean sailor casualties have 

washed home on beaches to be tenderly cared for by the people on land. Sailors in 

the Merchant Marine were among those casualties, especially during World War II. 

They laid down their lives with a will for freedom and many were fated to end 

their earthly voyages ashore to places that were not their original homes. 
Michael James Monahan, originally from Kentucky, was one of these Merchant 

Marine sailors. In April 1942, his body washed up on St. Augustine Beach, and the 

coroner listed exposure in the Atlantic Ocean waters after a German submarine 

torpedoed his ship as his cause of death. 

Michael James Monahan was born on June 7, 

1893, in Covington, Kentucky. His father is 

listed in some documents as Michael James 

Monahan, and in others, Michael B. Monahan 

and his mother is listed as Mary Monahan. 

The same conflicting information appears for 

his father Michael’s birthplace. Some census 

records say he was born in Ireland and others 

in Maine. His mother Mary was born in Ohio. 

Michael had two sisters, Jeanette and Helen. 

 

Census records and other documents list 

Michael’s birthday anywhere from 1893 to 

1896. By the time Michael had completed 

four years of high school and was working as a machinist, the family had 

moved to Newport, Kentucky. 

 



His World War I draft registration shows that Michael was born on June 7, 1893, 

in Kentucky. The registration information also reveals that he had light brown hair, 

blue eyes, a slender build, and was short of stature. 

 

The 1920 Census puts Michael still living in Newport, Kentucky with his father 

Michael and his sister Jeanette. He worked as a machinist in a foundry. 

 

By 1930, Michael had joined the Merchant Marine. The 1930 Merchant Seaman 

Schedule of the United States Federal Census locates his home port as Port Arthur, 

Texas and his probable service on the Steamer Gulflight. 

 

 
The partially sunken SS Gulflight 

 

Launched on August 8, 1914, the Gulflight was an American tanker that the New 

York Shipbuilding Company of Camden, New Jersey, built for the Gulf Refining 

Company later to become Gulf Oil. The Gulflight left Port Arthur on April 10, 

1915, with a cargo of gasoline in the tanks and barrels of lubrication oil bound for 

Rouen, France. A German U-boat, U-30,  torpedoed the Gulflight on May 1, 1915, 

in the Scilly Isles, making her the first American ship to be torpedoed during 

World War I. and the torpedoing created a diplomatic firestorm which eventually 

moved the United States closer to declaring war with Germany in 1917.The 

German government apologized for the Gulflight attack, but did not stop its policy 

of unrestricted submarine warfare, a strategy which brought the United States into 

the War two years later after the sinking of the Lusitania and drastic  changes in 

American policy. 

The Gulflight did not sink, but instead her owners had her towed into port in the 

Scilly Isles to be evaluated and unload some of her cargo. After that, she sailed 



under her own power to Rouen to deliver her remaining cargo and then traveled to 

Newcastle-upon Tyne for repairs and returned to service. 

The 1930 Merchant Seaman Schedule of the U.S. Federal Census located the 

Gulflight in Port Arthur Texas, and listed Michael James Monahan as associated 

with the ship. Somehow, he survived the torpedoing of the Gulflight. 

In 1937, the Nantucket Chief SS Co. Inc of Port Arthur, Texas bought Gulflight 

and changed her name to SS Nantucket Chief. A year later, British registry Harris 

& Dixon Ltd. of London bought her, and they renamed her the SS Refast. On 

January 26, 1942, German U-582 torpedoed and sank the Refast south of St. Johns 

Newfoundland.  

The 1940 Census listed Michael Monahan as living in New York City since 1935, 

and working as a machinist  

By 1942, Michael was a crewman serving on the SS Gulfamerica. In 1942, the 

Benthlehem Fairfield Shipyards Inc. of Sparrow’s Point, Maryland completed its 

construction of the American steam tanker SS Gulfamerica. Operated by the Gulf 

Oil Company of New York City, she made Philadelphia her homeport. The 

Gulfamerica’s home voyage was scheduled to take her from Port Arthur, Texas to 

New York with a cargo of 101,500 barrels of oil. On the night of April 10, 1942, 

she traveled unescorted about five miles off of Jacksonville, Florida. The lights of 

Jacksonville Beach Resort illuminated her in sharp relief because the authorities 

had not imposed a blackout. Some of them had to be concerned, however, because 

shortly after 10 p.m., the Gulfamerica began to zigzag instead of steaming a 

straight course. Twenty minutes later, a German submarine U-123, Reinhard 

Hardegen, commander, sighted her and fired at torpedo. 

Striking the number seven tank on the starboard side, the torpedo created an 

explosion and fire. The captain ordered the engines stopped and the ship 

abandoned and the Gulfamerica sent distress calls. The U-123 fired about twelve 

shells into the engine room on the port side with her deck gun, trying to destroy the 

radio antenna and the anticraft gun. 

The abandoning ship turned into chaos, one lifeboat capsizing while another with 

the master and ten crewmen pulled away within ten minutes. Ten minutes later, 

another boat left holding just three men, while three others abandoned ship on a 

life raft. Later it, picked up two men from the water. 



The torpedo blast and gunfire killed five 

men and fourteen more men drowned 

after they jumped into the water. Two 

officers, two armed guards, and fifteen 

crewmen were killed in the sinking and 

twenty-four crew members, and five Navy 

Armed Guard survived the torpedoing. 

United States Coast Guard patrol boats 

rescued the survivors, taking them to Mayport, Florida. The Gulfamerica settled by 

her stern with a 40-degree list to starboard, but she did not sink April 16. 

. Michael James Monahan was not one of the survivors. His body washed ashore, 

and papers found on his body identified him. After the coroner finished identifying 

Michael Monahan, he was buried in an unmarked grave in St. Lorenzo Cemetery in 

St Augustine. 

The sinking of the Gulfamerica jolted complacent business as usual 1942 

authorities to think blackout measures. The U.S. government had been tardy 

declaring lights out, but Florida Gov. Spessard Holland acted quickly. On April 11, 

he decreed a “screenout” for coastal lights. By the end of 1942, blackouts and 

covered car headlights were part of America’s wartime routine. 

 

The Grave with No Marker Acquires Markers and Memory 

Five decades and three years passed, and the story of Michael James Monahan was 

nearly forgotten as was the service of Merchant Marine sailors either forgotten or 

unrecognized. Then another Michael, Michael Grogan, a reporter for the St. 

Augustine Record, happened to be digging through some old newspaper files, and 

he found brief articles about a man’s body washed ashore on St. Augustine Beach 

and buried in San Lorenzo Cemetery.  

His curiosity piqued, Michael Grogan visited St. Lorenzo Cemetery, and found the 

grave, but no marker. He visited the funeral home, found the old death certificate, 

and wrote a short article about the grave with no tombstone. One of the members 

of the St. Johns River Chapter of the American Merchant Marine Veterans living 

in St. Augustine read the story and sent it to John Lockhart, a director of the St. 

Johns Chapter. John Lockhart researched and discovered that Michael James 

Monahan had been a machinist on the SS Gulf America.  



 

The funeral home personnel also read Mike 

Grogan’s story in the St. Augustine Record, and 

they placed a temporary marker on the grave of 

Michael James Monahan which the government 

later replaced with a permanent marker. 

 

 The U.S. Maritime Commission and the War Shipping Administration named a 

Liberty Ship built at the J.A. Jones Construction Company yard in Panama City, 

Florida the SS Michael James Monahan. 

The stories of Michael James Monahan and Michael Grogan impressed yet another 

Michael, Michael Gannon, a professor at the University of Florida. Professor 

Gannon found the stories of Merchant Marine Michael Monahan and newspaper 

reporter Michael Grogan so interesting that he traveled to Germany where he 

found and interviewed Reinhard Hardegen who lived in Bremen, Germany. 

Professor Gannon continued his research until he had enough material to write a 

book that he titled Operation Drumbeat. 

Interviewing Reinhard Hardegen 

 

Reinhard Hardegen 

Professor Gannon’s interview with Commander Reinhard Hardegen gave 

additional perspective to the story. Commander Hardegen told Professor Gannon 

that after the torpedo struck the Gulfamerica, he closed in. h his deck gun to finish 

off the ship. He noticed that large crowds had gathered on the beach to watch the 

sinking and its aftermath. Onlookers soon thronged the highways leading from 

Jacksonville trying to get to the beach for a closer look. 



 Although it was a hazardous move, Reinhard Hardegen decided to maneuver 

around the tanker and attack from the landside, although the U-130 was silhouetted 

by the shore lights, a perfect target for defensive fire. The shallow water also made 

it imperative for the U -boat to lie only 820 feet from the Gulfamerica which 

opened up the possibility of return fire or getting swept up in the burning oil fire. 

After spending some time firing the deck gun, the Gulfamerica burned so fiercely, 

that Reinhard Hardegen decided to leave. Now planes droned overhead, trying to 

find the submarine with parachute flares and a destroyer and several patrol boats 

closed in on the water. 

The aircraft forced the U-123 to crash drive to the bottom, only sixty-six feet 

down, and the destroyer USS Dahlgren dropped six depth charges. The submarine 

sustained heavy damages and convinced the destroyer would return for another 

attack, Commander Hardegen ordered the secret codes and machinery destroyed 

and his U-boat abandoned. As the commander, his orders were to open the tower 

hatch so the crew could escape using escape gear, but he was paralyzed with fear 

and could not finish the evacuation. Fortunately for Commander Hardegen and for 

unknown reasons, the Dahlgren did not drop any more depth charges and moved 

away. The U-123 made emergency repairs and limped away into deeper waters. 

Commander Hardegen told Professor Gannon, “Only because I was too scared 

was, I not captured.” 

Bert Hinds, regional vice president of the American Merchant Marine veterans, 

who told part of Michael James Monahan’s story reported the belief of an 

anonymous Navy Armed Guard survivor who claimed that the real reason 

Commander Hardegen bought the U-123 about was that an offshore breeze blew 

the burning oil towards his submarine and by bringing the U-123 about, he kept his 

ship up wind of the burning oil. 

Whatever his reasoning, Commander Hardegen did not fire on civilians and lived 

to tell his sea story. 

 

The SS Michael James Monahan 

 
In 1993, military authorities were concerned that time had made ammunition from 

World War II, the Korean War, and some cold war ammunition unstable, and they 

needed to destroy it. They created Operation Chase to achieve their goal. The U.S. 

Navy acquired several surplus Liberty ships from the Military Sea Transport 

Service which were loaded with surplus ammunition and missiles. 



 

The Navy scuttled the first ship, the SS John Shafroth, west of the Golden Gate in 

deep water. The second Operation Chase ship, originally named Joseph N. Dinand, 

but renamed the SS Village, was also a Liberty Ship. It exploded shortly after 

sinking, registering on seismic charts of the Atomic Energy Commission and the 

U.S. Office of Naval Research. 

 

After these perilous beginnings, all the sinking ships in Operation Chase were 

fitted with charges to ensure that the cargo of the ships detonated, and these trials 

convinced officials to distinguish between manmade convention explosions, 

nuclear explosions, and natural seismic earthquake shocks. 

 

The remaining vessels used in Operation Chase were Liberty ships: The SS 

Santiago; the SS Iglasias; the SS Isaac Van Zandt; the SS Horace Greely; the SS 

Corporal Eric G. Gibson; the SS Robert Louis Stevenson; and the SS Michael J. 

Monahan. The Michael J. Monahan was loaded with overaged Polaris missiles that 

had been stored at Charleston West Virginia. 

 

The Navy learned invaluable information about underground/underwater nuclear 

explosions from these tests and they conceivably could have been a deciding factor 

in keeping the Cold War contained. 

 

Seaman Michael James Monahan 

 
There are many ironies in the story of Seaman Michael James Monahan. He 

survived one torpedo explosion, he did not survive another torpedo explosion, and 

his namesake ship sank in another explosion. He washed up onto a Florida beach 

as a stranger, and the hands of kind strangers buried him. Strangers told his story 

and became his friends. Michael James Monahan’s story makes him a lasting 

friend to Merchant Seaman because it became part of the campaign to persuade the 

United States government to recognize merchant seamen as veterans, which it 

finally did in 1988.  

 

Seaman Michael James Monahan, part of a brotherhood of mariners with stories to 

be told and retold. 

 



 

 

St. Augustine Beach 

 

(This article was inspired by information taken from Honoring the U.S. 

Merchant Marine and the U.S Navy Armed Guard of World War II 

A Collection of the 40 Manuscripts about the U. S. Merchant Marine and 

U.S Navy Armed Guard during World War II published in Joe Cook’s 

Weekly column in the Ashtabula Star Beacon from My 9, 1997 through 

February 6, 1998. 

 

Autographed front cover:  Best wishes to Wally Wason, co-founder of the 

Northeast Ohio chapter of the American Merchant Marine Veterans. 

 

Joe Cook, September 14, 2000. This collection can be found in the library of 

the Ashtabula Maritime and Surface Transportation Museum.) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



The MV Roger Blough:  The Last Days of a Great Lady 

 

 

The Roger Blough is Born 

The American Shipbuilding Company of Lorain, Ohio built the MV Roger Blough, 

a self-unloader, for the United States Steel Great Lakes Fleet in Duluth, Minnesota. 

The Blough cost approximately twenty million dollars to build, its construction, 

launching, and christening covered at least a three-year span and cost four lives 

before she was officially launched on June 5, 1972. She enjoyed a full and varied 

career until she suffered another fire in layup on February 1, 2021. In 2022 she 

awaits an uncertain future in Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin. 

Workers at the American Shipbuilding Company in Lorain laid the keel of the 

Blough’s 437-foot-long bow section on September 3, 1968. She was float launched 

on December 21, 1968, minus her ballast tanks because of the restricted width size 

of the drydock. Workers built a new 125-foot wide drydock to accommodate the 

keel of the 421-foot stern section laid on December 29, 1969, and on July 25,1970, 

they floated the bow section into the new drydock and joined it to the stern section. 



American Shipbuilding Company had scheduled the launch of the Roger Blough 

for July 1971, but on June 24, 1971, fire broke out in the engine room of the ship. 

The fire claimed four workers lives, destroyed the engines and aft deck house, and 

cost approximately thirteen million dollars in repairs, as well as delaying the 

launching of the Roger Blough for almost a year. Named for the former chairman 

of U.S. Steel, she was christened and launched on June 5, 1972. 

 

Roger Blough, the Man 

 

Roger Miles Blough, born January 19, 1904, was 

the fifth of the seven children of Christian 

Emanuel Blough, a truck farmer and greenhouse 

operator and Viola Nancy Hoffman Blough, a 

nurse. People described Riverside, Pennsylvania, 

his hometown, as either a section of Johnstown of 

the 1889 killer flood fame or a small village 

outside of Johnstown. Building a life on his 

modest beginnings, Roger Blough became a 

teacher, a lawyer, and later the president and 

board chairman of United States Steel. 

The modest circumstances of his family 

motivated Roger to plan his schooling just to the 

eighth grade, a commonplace practice for that 

time. His teachers recognized his academic abilities and encouraged him to stay in 

school. He worked his way through Susquehanna Academy which was affiliated 

with Susquehanna University. He enrolled in Susquehanna University in 1920 but 

found it necessary to drop out for the 1923-1924 academic year to earn money for 

his school expenses. 

Even though finances forced him to be a more focused student, Roger took 

advantage of his five-foot, eleven-inch, 175-pound frame to earn letters in football, 

basketball, and tennis. The Lanthorn, Susquehanna yearbook, noted that Roger’s 

friends and acquaintances discovered that his kind smile and laughing eyes covered 

“a character containing those elements of greatness before which the world will 

someday bow in awe.” 

After he earned his B.A. and graduated in 1925, Roger Blough accepted a teaching 

position in Hawley in northeastern Pennsylvania, teaching mathematics and 

science and coaching basketball. As well as a teaching position, Roger gained a 



wife and a new career direction in Hawley. On June 13, 1928, he married fellow 

teacher Helen Martha Decker, and they had twin daughters. His faither-in-law was 

Hawley’s leading attorney and he influenced Roger to enroll in Yale Law School. 

At Yale, Roger continued his pattern of excelling academically, and edited the 

Yale Law Journal. 

Roger Blough graduated in 1931, the depths of the Great Depression and applied at 

White and Chase, a leading law firm on Wall Street in New York. George Case 

noted on Roger’s application: “First class chap, clean, good looking I like him.” 

George Case liked Roger well enough to offer him a $200 a month position in his 

firm. 

In a noteworthy and pivotal lawsuit for Roger Blough, he led a twenty-lawyer team 

defending U.S. Steel on monopoly charges during a 1939 and 1940 Congressional 

hearing. U.S. Steel President Benjamin F. Fairless saw Roger’s potential and by 

1942, Roger was U.S. Steel’s general solicitor. He continued to climb the corporate 

ladder and succeeded Benjamin Fairless as president in 1955. The early 1960s 

proved to be controversial for U.S. Steel President Blough. In 1962, he clashed 

with President John F. Kennedy over steel price increases, but eventually U.S. 

Steel reversed its price increases. Roger Blough served out the decade of the 1960s 

as U.S. Steel president, retiring in 1969. For a time, he again worked for White, 

and Case and he remained a U.S. Steel board member until 1976,  

The 1960s also brought Roger Blough honors. In 1963 he received the National 

Football Foundation’s highest award – the old Medal. Previous awarded winters 

included Dwight D Eisenhower, Herbert Hoover, Douglas MacArthur, and 

ironically, John F. Kennedy. He also was named Industrialist of the Year in 1967. 

Roger Blough died of heart failure on October 8, 1985, and he is buried in Green 

Gale Cemetery in Hawley, Pennsylvania. 

Roger Blough outlined his vision for his namesake ship at her christening 

ceremonies on June 5, 1971, in Lorain, when he said, “One look at this ship makes 

me believe that it’s a real masterpiece in the art of shipbuilding.”  Over 1,000 

people listened to his words and watched his wife Helen take six ineffective swings 

at the bow of the ship with a bottle of champagne before American Shipbuilding 

President Gordon Stafford helped her crack the glass.  

In an accompanying editorial, the Lorain Journal stressed the pride in the American 

Shipbuilding Company and in Lorain, as the mammoth ship would carry the label, 

“Made in Lorain.”4 

 
4 Lorain Journal, June 5, 1971 



 

Fatal Fire in the Engine Room! 

 

 

The Roger Blough on fire, 

June 1971 

 

 

Ray Kister, George Ux, 

and Lee Anderson were 

three of the more than one 

hundred men who escaped 

the flames racing through 

the giant Great Lakes 

Steel Ore Carrier Roger 

Blough anchored at 

drydock in Loraine, Ohio, on June 25, 1971. 

 

Ray Kistler of New London, Ohio, shook his 

head in disbelief. In fact, the scene moved 

beyond disbelief to surreal. Fire was 

consuming the entire back wall of the engine 

room of the Roger Blough, fire producing 

thick black smoke, but the newly painted 

walls still gleamed a sparkling white. He had 

been working near the heart of the lower 

engine room – a huge room crammed with 

machinery. He looked at the whole after 

bulkhead – backwall. Although there had 

been no explosion, the fire advanced rapidly 

like a forest fire.  

Lee Anderson, the tin shop boss, and Ray hurried to the ladder and climbed it and 

the stairs leading to the deck, while other men ran down the long tunnel toward the 

front of the ship.  

 



 

Ray Kister got lost. He had not been working on the ship that long, He got 

confused, and for a few minutes he ran around in high-speed circles. Then he 

abruptly stopped his frantic running. He suddenly remembered he had to get to the 

starboard or right side of the ship. He reached the starboard side and crossed to go 

up to the main deck. The thick black smoke piled up like thunderclouds and he 

could scarcely see or breathe, but he did catch glimpse of men’s feet all around. On 

the main deck he spotted men huddled on the starboard side waiting to get out the 

door. He went over and out and the other men who had been near him in the engine 

room also escaped. 

That morning, George Ux, another New London Ohio, resident, who had worked 

on the Roger Blough about six months, happened to be in an office outside in the 

yard when the fire started. He immediately noted the time. The yard workers had 

told him that at 10:00 a.m. they planned to start the engines of the Roger Blough, 

which had not run since they had left the factory in England, Somebody said they 

saw smoke coming out of the stack, and George hurried outside to investigate, He 

noted the smoke and then looked at his watch, which registered 9:55 a.m. The fire 

could only have started a few minutes ago, he thought to himself. 

Many of the men who escaped the burning ship returned to fight the flames, 

knowing that four of their fellow workers were trapped onboard. As the fire and 

the day wore on, George Ux and many of the other men helped the firemen move 

hoses. An explosion rocked the Roger Blough late in the afternoon. George did not 

know whether the explosion or the hose knocked him off his feet, but he managed 

to regain his footing uninjured. 



 

 

More than ninety firefights from Lorain, Sheffield, Cleveland, and Shaker Heights 

responded to a fire in the engine room of the Roger Blough freighter on June 24, 

1971, at the American Shipbuilding Company in Lorain. 

Ray Kister and George Ux would not venture a guess about the cause of the fire, 

although Ray did remember that about a half an hour before the fire, he saw a 

burner and a welder working above him. The welder was burning something off 

and big chunks rained down dropping randomly. Some pieces landed near the 

gleaming white bulkhead that had been painted just the day before. 

 

 

Four Men Did Not Get Out 

George Adams, Clyde Burdue, John Alexander, and Leonard Moore did not escape 

the flames. Newspaper accounts of the fire state that two welders and two air tool 

department workers were checking a tank filled with air for leaks. The tank was 

located immediately below the engine room, even though a fuel tank holding 



thousands of gallons of diesel fuel stood just a few decks below. The trapped 

workers died of asphyxiation.5 

George Adams 

His friends called George Adams, 44, of Lorain, “Juicer.” They called him Juicer 

because he had his own truck service and delivered orange juice or nay kind of 

juice his customers wanted.  

George lived in an apartment above the Iris Beauty Salon. A beautician at the 

Salon saw him leave for work and return every day, but she said that he never 

talked. He just regularly went “back and forth to work,” on the Roger Blough. 

His friends in Lorain said that George did not seem to have a family in Loraine, but 

he went to Cleveland every weekend where they thought his mother and father 

lived.  

His friends Mary and Joe were grateful to George. Someone had broken into their 

home and George went to their house with Joe for backup and to check things out. 

“He was that type of person, real friendly,” she said 

They all agreed that George was a friendly fellow and frequented the ARS Club 

where he liked to dance. Another friend, Rene, a cashier at National Pharmacy, 

remarked that George looked like Buddy Hackett. “He would come in here all of 

the time and buy ice cream and pinochle cards. At Christmas time he would treat 

everyone,” she said. 

 

Clyde Burdue 

Clyde Burdue, 60, lived in Vermilion, Ohio, Married with grandchildren, 

according to his neighbor Stanley Krzykwa he had a reputation for paying as much 

attention to children as he did adults. Stanley said he bought his grandchildren 

bikes, and he loved children. “He was the kind of guy that if he saw you digging, 

he would go get his shovel and boots and come and help you dig.” 

George Ux of New London said that Clyde was a chipper and leader man whose 

job was chipping welds and testing tanks. “You wouldn’t find a better guy,” he 

said 

Another neighbor, Jesse Tetrick, had known Clyde for eight to ten years. “He is a 

nice guy to get along with. Everybody liked him. He is a good-hearted guy.” 

 
5 https://boatnerd.com/roger-blough/ 



His friends said that Clyde had less than two years left until retirement. 

His brother Woodrow Burdue of Huron, Ohio, said that Clyde worked for 

American Shipbuilding Company for 31 years. “A couple of weeks ago he told me 

that it will be a miracle if somebody isn’t killed down there,” he said.  

 

 

 

John Alexander 

A rigger at American Shipbuilding Company, John Alexander, 28, of Lorain, had 

worked there for about five years. His brother, Tom, also worked there as a 

pipefitter. John and his wife, Angie had three daughters, Christine, 7, Lisa 6, and 

Diane, 5.  John always planned family weekends and had scheduled their first trip 

of the season to Cedar Point for the coming weekend. 

John’s mother, Mrs. Ruth Alexander of Lorain, said that her son was a skilled 

carpenter who had just finished crafting a “lovely table” and upholstering a chair. 

He had planned to help her remodel her house during the layoff season at 

American Shipbuilding. She added that her son also liked to fish and work on his 

car. 

John’s wife Angie spent the morning at the shipyards waiting for word about her 

husband. 

 

 

Leonard Moore 

Don Brunger sat outside his friend Leonard Moore’s empty house in Elyria 

thinking about his close friend Lennie and his life. Don told a newspaper reporter 

that he had stopped by the Moore House in Elyria to see if he could help his wife 

Mary Ann, but no one was home. Mary Ann had gone to Lorain with her children 

to wait for word about her husband. 

A high-pressure line welder at the American Shipbuilding Company, Leonard 

Moore, 34, had been laid off from his job at the shipyard and had just been called 

back around Christmas. He worked parttime at Majoris Ambulance Service in 

Elyria during his downtime at the shipyard. According to his friend Don, Lennie 



Moore was “quite proud of the Roger Blough and took his whole family to see it 

launched.”  

A sports enthusiast and a family man, Lennie attended nearly all of the Little 

League games that his sons Tim 12, and Greg, 6, played. The Moore’s had two 

other children, Chris 11, and Michelle, 9. Lennie and his wife Mary Ann were 

expecting another child in a few months.  

Don’s thoughts drifted to a conversation he and Lenny had just a few weeks ago 

Lenny had told him that his working quarters were so close that he had to crawl 

around on his belly.” 

Don knew that Lenny’s next comment would haunt him for the rest of his life. “It 

is close down there. If something happened, I do not know how I would get out of 

there,” he said.6 

In an article in the Lorain Journal, Captain Bill Craig credited George 

Steinbrenner, Board Chairman and Chief Executive of the American Shipbuilding 

Company, with putting the lives of men over machinery. The American 

Shipbuilding Company officials and the firemen wanted to pour foam on the fire 

hoping to save the engine and the engine room machinery. George rejected the idea 

and refused to allow any of the foam to be discharged as long as there was hope 

that the four men were alive.” 

He also explained that the company did not use a carbon dioxide fire extinguisher 

system because that method would have cut off oxygen to the flames and to 

workers, risking killing a number of people.7 

According to news reports of the time, the fire burned for 19 hours, and 

temperatures inside the hull reached 2,500 degrees. Firemen finally extinguished 

the blaze a day later. 

There is no consensus about the origin of the engine room fire, and the Lorain Fire 

Department could not pinpoint the actual cause. News of the tragic fire spread as 

well as theories about its origin. One theory focused on a high intensity light bulb. 

Another considered a diesel fuel leak from a faulty bonnet gasket on a fuel line in 

the engine room and yet others considered the welder’s torch as the culprit. 

 

 

 
6 The Journal, Lorain, Ohio Friday, June 25, 1971, page 1. 
7 Lorain Journal, January 15, 2017. “Roger Blough Turns 45” 



The Great Lakes Adventures of the Roger Blough 

Like her U.S. Steel namesake, the MV Roger Blough led an adventurous life On 

June 15, 1972, the Roger Blough began her maiden voyage, leaving Lorain in 

ballast. Bound for Two Harbors, Minnesota, she picked her upbound way past the 

sunken Sidney E Smith Jr. in Port Huron, Michigan and on through Lake Huron. 

She navigated the St. Mary’s River, the Soo Locks, and the turbulent waters of 

Lake Superior, arriving safely in Two Harbors. Marine engineers’ custom designed 

the Roger Blough’s self-unloading system to unload taconite ore pellets into 

compatible shore hopper systems located at U.S. Steel docks at Gary, Indiana; 

South Chicago, Illinois; and Conneaut, Ohio. Dock workers and machines loaded 

her with 41,608 tons of taconite ore pellets, and she began her taconite hauling 

career.  

On January 11, 1973, as she navigated ice in the Straits of Mackinac, the Roger 

Blough struck the stern of the Philip R. Clarke and underwent repairs at Lorain 

during the 1972-1973 winter layup. 

 In 1975, the Roger Blough joined in the search for SS Edmund Fitzgerald. On 

November 11, 1975, the morning after the Fitzgerald sank, the Blough recovered a 

25- person life raft belonging to the Fitzgerald.8 

Ice covered waterways presented problems to ships winter navigating the Great 

Lakes and the St. Lawrence Seaway.  

The Blough spent eight days in 

February 1979 stuck in the ice in 

Lake Erie about two miles off of 

Conneaut, Ohio. The efforts of the 

Coast Guard cutter Westwind, 

tugs, and her crew finally freed the 

Roger Blough from Lake Erie ice, 

and results from a study assessing 

the effect of “Vibrations Caused 

by Ship Traffic on an Ice-Covered 

Waterway” reveal the presence of 

the Roger Blough in the St. Mary’s 

River on February 24 and March 

 
8 https://boatnerd.com/roger-blough/ 
 
 



18,1979. During the rest of 1979 and 1980 she continued to carry her loads of 

taconite pellets.9 

 Eventually, her specific design and economic conditions on the Great Lakes 

caused the Roger Blough to be laid up at Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin between 

September 12, 1981, to September 25, 1987. She spent the remainder of the 1987 

season making twenty-one trips to haul 900,000 tons of taconite pellets to the 

Gary, Indiana plant. As or boats on the Great Lakes were built larger and larger, 

the Blough underwent sporadic mid-season lay ups because of her smaller size and 

unique self-unloading system design.  

Colliding and Grounding 

The MV Roger Blough had her share of collisions. She connected with a foreign 

freighter in Chicago on April 23,1994 but sustained only minor damage to the port 

lifeboat davits. In August 2,000 she hit a pier at Soo Ste. Marie, sustaining damage 

to several plates and a crack forward on the port side. Repairs were completed 

during her 2000/2001 winter layup at Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin. 

In 2015, the Roger Blough was docked at Donjon Ship Building & Repair, a 44-

acre shipyard located at East Bayfront Parkway in Erie, Pennsylvania. Secure in 

her east slip, the Blough underwent steel work.10 

On May 27, 2016, while the Roger Blough hauled a taconite cargo for the 

Keystone Shipping Company, she ran aground on Gros Cap Reef in Whitefish 

Bay, Lake Superior. The United States Coast Guard Vessel Mobile Bay monitored 

the situation and enforced a 500-yard safety zone around the Blough. On June 3, 

the Blough began offloading some of her taconite cargo to the SS Philip R. Clarke. 

She was refloated off the reef on June fourth and anchored at Waiska Bay for 

evaluation and repairs. On June 7, 2016, the SS Philip R. Clarke and SS Arthur M. 

Anderson received the rest of her cargo. Four days later on June 11, 2016, the tug 

Candace Elise escorted the Roger Blough to Bay Shipbuilding, Sturgeon Bay, 

Wisconsin for repairs. 

Another Engine Room Fire 

Fire once again invaded the engine room of the Roger Blough on February 1, 2021, 

while she lay docked in winter layup at the Bay Shipbuilding Dock in Sturgeon 

Bay, Wisconsin. This time, the Blough stood empty and there were no casualties. 

 
9 https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=YDD3yX7nJIMC&pg=GBS.PR6&hl=en 
10 https://www.goerie.com/story/news/local/2015/02/17/erie-shipbuilder-buoyed-by-lots/24770590007/ 



In its August 17, 2022, incident report, the National Transportation Safety Board 

ruled that the “probable cause of the engine room fire aboard the bulk carrier 

Roger Blough was likely attributed to “repeated removal and reinstallation of the 

furnace’s burner that led to the failure of its mounting coupling.” This failure 

caused the operating burner to drop to the bottom of its enclosure and fracture its 

fuel supply line. This event allowed the diesel fuel to ignite. 

The NTSB stated that the absence of a fire activated automatic fuel oil shut off 

valve on the fuel oil inlet piping before the burner contributed to the fire. The shut 

off value would have stopped the fuel feeding the fire shortly after it started and 

limited the spread of the fire.”11 

The report estimated the damages at more than one hundred million dollars.12 

The latest word about the fate of the Roger Blough is that she sits tied up at a dock 

in Conneaut, Ohio, waiting to be scrapped. A sad end for a pragmatic, practiced, 

and persevering lady. 

 

 

 
11 https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/Pages/DCA21FM015.aspx 
12 https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/Pages/DCA21FM015.aspx 
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We featured the story of the MV Roger 

Bough in the last issue, but since then 

received the news that she will be tied up in 

Conneaut and eventually be taken across 

Lake Erie to Canada to be scrapped. This is 

our way of paying tribute to her years of 

service and saying farewell.  

Story ideas or comments? 

Editor:  kathywarnes@gmail.com 

 


