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Specifications: 310 acres located on Lake Erie  

Storage Capacity:  200 acres of open storage (seven million 

tons)400,000 sq. ft. of warehouse space 7,500 NT of bulk cargo silo 

storage  

Commodities Handled: Iron Ore, Limestone, Salt, Fertilizer, Pig Iron, 

Steel, various Bulk Commodities and General Cargoes  

Access: Marine service via three fully dredged slips and six docks 

totaling 15,000 linear feet of vessel berth space (28’ draft)  

Accessible by Lake Erie; Highway access from Ohio SR11, Interstate 9 

and Ohio Turnpike; Rail access from Norfolk Southern and CSX 

Terminal  

Services:  Loading and Unloading Services by Vessel, Tank Truck and 

Tank Car  Approximately 49,000 Linear Feet of Rail Trackage Available 

Unit Train Capabilities  

Terminal Address 1149 East Fifth Street Ashtabula, OH 44005-0041 

440-964-7186 Business Address One Terminal Road Carteret, NJ 07008 

732-541-5161   

 

 

Pinney 

Dock 

Terminal 

Kinder Morgan provides energy transportation and storage 

services in a safe, efficient, and environmentally responsible 

manner for the benefit of people, communities, and 

businesses. Delivering Energy to Improve Lives and Create a 

Better World 

Printed by Pinney Dock 

Editor:  kathywarnes@gmail.com 
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Ashtabula Harbor Bethel Creates Goodwill 
The Ashtabula Harbor has changed 

over the centuries keeping pace 

with its people and industries, but 

other than omitting the name 

Bethel from its 21st century logo 

and persona, the Ashtabula 

Goodwill has remained true to its 

mission of helping people help 

themselves and others. 

The Ashtabula Bethel Goodwill 

began as a Seamen’s Bethel, part 

of a 19th century movement to 

provide religious and educational 

opportunities for mariners and their families in the ports around the country and the 

port of Ashtabula.  

In the 19th century, many harbor towns on the Great Lakes, Cleveland and 

Ashtabula among them, enjoyed deserved reputations for mayhem and murder.  On 

the flip side of the disreputable coin, some of the most charitable organizations like 

the Seamen’s Bethels and the Bethel Goodwill came into being during the 

Nineteenth Century and survived into the Twenty first century. Built on church 

foundations to provide aid, comfort, and religious instruction to sailors and others 

who needed their help, the Seamen’s Bethels and later Bethel Goodwill in 

Ashtabula helped countless sailors to help themselves and others. Bethel means  

“House of God,” and true to its mission,  no one was turned away from the Bethel, 

even if they could not pay. 

Chaotic Conditions in the Harbor 

 Two excepts from the Ashtabula Telegraph illustrate some of the harbor 

conditions that highlighted the need for a Seamen’s Bethel. In fact, the Ashtabula 

Bethel’s mission quickly expanded to include not only mariners, but dockworkers 

and others who needed a helping hand to climb the ladder to a comfortable life.      

The Ashtabula Telegraph of May 28,1875 noted that one of the reasons the 

Commissioners decided to annex the Harbor to the village of Ashtabula was that 

the village needed a police force to preserve order. That there was a good reason 

was demonstrated on Sunday last to your reporter. No less than four fights, and any 

number of drunken men, came under his own observation. There is no telling how 
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many more occurred that he did not witness. It is time that some method was taken 

to preserve the peace and quiet of the harbor, especially on the Sabbath. 

 

The Ashtabula Telegraph of 

June 22, 1877 reported that 

there were two or three lively 

fights at the Harbor last 

Tuesday. Councilman Field 

reports that human ears, eyes 

and noses can be picked up 

nearly every morning there. 

“We should think some 

enterprising fellow would start 

a glue factory in that vicinity.” 

A year later, on June 21, 1878. 

The Telegraph reported that the 

police and citizens at the Harbor were complaining about the large number of 

tramps and desperate characters there. A gang of about twenty-five members 

defied the police officers and every night after the stores closed assembled near the 

bridge and fought, cursed, and indulged in all manner of disorderly conduct, 

making it decidedly unhealthy for any decent person to pass.  

The fellows spent the day sleeping on the banks in the shade and loafing in front of 

the saloons and stores. Casual observers mistook them for dock laborers, when 

they were in fact “the worse element at the Harbor.” Some were drunk every night, 

and no one knew where they got their liquor. They were “offered work with pay at 

20 cents an hour that they turned away with all the airs of a millionaire.” 

On several occasions these footloose wanderers entered stores and shops, 

demanding goods and would only leave “by being raised on the toe of a heavy 

boot.” The police arrested several of them and brought them before the Police 

Justice, but as they had no money they were discharged and were back at the 

Harbor again before the policemen. They are happy if they are locked up because 

the village furnished them with good warm meals, and the corporation footed the 

bill, which was sixty cents per day. What the corporation needed was a workhouse 

for these fellows, but as we have not their necessity “let some balls and chains be 

purchased and see what effect this kind of jewelry will have on them. The present 

police force at the Harbor is powerless after business hours, and it would be much 

healthier for them to be home and abed.”  
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Clearly something had to be done by some organization and historians May 

Colling and Louise Legeza collaborated to tell the story of the organization that 

stepped forward to address the unruly people problem in Ashtabula Harbor. 

Ashtabula Harbor historian May Colling used Goodwill records to learn more 

about the Seamen’s Bethel and passed on her research to historian and genealogist 

Louise Legeza for her column in the Ashtabula Star Beacon. A lifelong Ashtabula 

resident and avid harbor historian, May rejoiced when Goodwill granted her access 

to its records about the Bethel. She reinforced her work with newspaper research 

and gave copies of it to Louise Legeza which Louise in turn used to write her Star 

Beacon articles about the Seamen’s Bethel in Ashtabula Harbor. 

May Colling based some of her research on the “Bethel Visitor” issue of August 

1895 to chart a clear historical course for the founding of the Ashtabula Harbor 

Seamen’s Bethel. In 1830, regional and local organizers formed The Western 

Seamen’s Friend Society as an offshoot of national organization, The American 

Seaman’s Friend Society, based in Boston, Massachusetts. The Western Seamen’s 

Friend Society served ports through chaplains and missionaries “appointed and 

sustained by itself” from about 1830-1860. Most of the work took place in large 

cities and some itinerant missionary work “on the Western canals.” 

The Western Seamen’s Friend Society also sponsored gospel ships called “The 

Floating Bethels. From about 1850-1867, the Society established chapels in 

midwestern cities like Cleveland and Chicago, with the Cleveland headquarters 

directing and financing the early work. and its 1858 budget of $15,820 included 

donations from ten states. The Seamen’s Friend Society also produced publications 

including Spirit of the Lakes & Boatman’s Magazine and the Western Pilot, to 

spread its message.  

In 1867, The Western Seamen’s Friend Society adopted new policies to strengthen 

efficient operations in Cleveland and other large cities by placing Bethel work 

completely under local control. The Seamen’s Friend Society combined church 

work and secular relief and in 1867, established The Bethel Union Auxiliary which 

assumed many of the relief activities. In 1883, the Bethel delegated all of its 

religious work to the Western Seamen’s Friend Society and focused on non-

sectarian relief. Clara E. Falls, widow of Reverend John O. Fall, served as the final 

superintendent of the Cleveland mission located on Superior Avenue. The Society 

closed in the early 1920s. 

The Ashtabula Harbor branch of the Western Seamen’s Friend Society invented 

and reinvented itself like a Lake Erie wave and is still doing so in the Twenty-First 
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Century. On June 16, 1899, the Ashtabula Bethel Association of the Western 

Seamen’s Friend Society filed incorporation papers stating its ambitious mission. 

The Ashtabula Society identified its purpose and efforts were “for the temporal and 

spiritual welfare of seamen, boatmen, railway operations, lumbermen, fishermen, 

longshoremen, and others of similar avocation and to families of dock districts and 

many people isolated from regular churches or otherwise unreached by denominal 

agencies.” The Western Seamen’s Friend Society also advocated temperance, 

sponsored religious services, and provided relief to the poor and disabled. As the 

century progressed, the people in the Western Seamen’s Friend Society decided the 

organization need to “embrace all needly people in wharf distress,” not just rowdy 

and peaceable sailors. 

The Ashtabula Bethel Association of the Western Seamen’s Friend Society 

proposed to fulfill its mission by establishing reading rooms, missionaries, 

industrial schools, and bureaus of literature for distribution on vessels. Signers of 

the articles of incorporation were: J.E. Savage; A.J. Beckwith; W.H.N. Bugbee; 

George E. Close; A.J. Williamson; and W.H. Burton.  

A newspaper article published on March 11, 1905 in The Beacon Record informed 

the public that the Bethel Board of directors had completed negotiations to 

purchase a two-story brick block and lot located at the corner of High and Market 

Streets. Mrs. Kiley of the Harbor owned the property at the time and set the 

purchase price at $5,000. The Seamen’s Bethel board considered her property the 

best of several sites they looked at and explained that it was necessary to move 

because the current bridge over the river was scheduled to be removed and the 

river channel widened and the river’s course straightened. 

The land where the Bethel stood on the riverbank was to be condemned and the 

Bethel Board members expected that money from “property damages” would 

cover the purchase of their new property. “Until it becomes necessary to move, 

however, no shift will be made, the present Bethel continuing open while the 

occupants of the Kiley block will remain during the same period.” The Bethel 

board planned to remodel the interior to facilitate their work. Rumor had it that the 

new building had many advantages over the old building in location and offering 

larger quarters.     

Then, just as it seemed that the acquisition of the new building was a done deal, 

another newspaper reported that the Kiley done deal had turned into a deleted deal. 

May Colling found an article in the October 27, 1906, Beacon Record with 

headlines heralding:  Dispute Over Seamen’s Bethel Ends in Assault by the 
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Reverend W.H. Woodring.” According to the Beacon Record story, Bethel 

Superintendent F.S. Converse and Reverend W.H. Woodring, pastor of the 

Gillmore-Smith Church had gotten into an argument when Superintendent 

Converse criticized the building committee. The two gentlemen had a history of 

disagreeing about building ways and means for the new Bethel.   

In this latest disagreement, Reverend Woodring contended that he had not struck 

Superintendent Converse with his fist but rather he had produced his exasperated 

smack at Converse’s face with his hat. The smack landed on Converse’s mouth, he 

demanded an investigation of the incident, requiring Reverend Woodring to defend 

himself. 

May Colling discovered two other versions of the story of the new Bethel building 

in the Ashtabula Telegraph of April 3, 1907. One story, titled “History of the 

Bethel Association and How 

the New Building Came 

About”, stated that signers of 

the articles of incorporation 

were S.R. Harris, A. Pickett, 

Ira B. Bishop, W.H. King; 

William Perregoy; Martin 

Johnston, Emory N. Tilton, T. 

Alden Stancliffe and John P. 

Krum.  

Since its inception date of 

1907, the Ashtabula Bethel had 

at least half a dozen 

superintendents who struggled 

to operate the Bethel. F.S. 

Converse, who had an 

“estimable wife,” was the only 

superintendent that the article 

mentioned. 

The article also mentioned that 

F.S. Converse and his wife took charge of the Ashtabula Seamen’s Bethel in the 

spring of 1895 which is four years before the Bethel was incorporated in 1899.  

The story stated that the first Bethel, the 1890s Bethel, was purchased through a 

subscription drive with money raised “largely through the efforts of the late 

George B. Raser.” The local Bethel of that period was a two story building “on the 
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east side of the river,” and the Seamen’s Bethel operated there for many years 

before the early Twentieth Century era when it outgrew the building. 

A surge of foreign workers settling in Ashtabula 

to build the docks, houses, ships, and other items 

needed in a booming economy likely helped the 

Converses conclude that they needed a new 

building to ensure the future success of the 

Bethel. The work that the Converses did at the 

Ashtabula Seamen’s Bethel came to the attention 

of Mr. and Mrs. Robert Riddell and they offered 

to construct a new building if the Bethel would 

furnish the lot. The Riddells convinced the Bethel 

directors of their sincerity and ability to complete 

the project. They abandoned their plans for the 

Kiley property.  

 

May Colling provided documentation of the 

agreement between Robert and Sarah A. Pomeroy 

Riddell, husband and wife, and the Ashtabula 

Seamen’s Bethel directors for the donation of a 

new building. The agreement stipulated that the 

transaction would take place when the association 

purchased the land and the Riddells approved it. 

The Riddells agreed to pay up to $7,000 for an 

architect, plans, and construction of a brick or 

concrete building. Construction was scheduled to 

begin on April 15, 1906. 

The conditions of the sale stipulated that the 

Ashtabula Seamen’s Bethel would be purchase the 

lot from Sarah A. Riddell and she would transfer 

the Warranty Deed to the Trustees of the 

Ashtabula Bethel Association. The lot was located 

on High Street,  which later would be named 

Morton Dive, and finally became Goodwill Drive. 

The transaction went smoothly, and L Wilson was hired to be the architect of the 

new building. The newspaper article described the building as measuring 38x 65 

feet, commanding an imposing view of the river.  

FThe old Bethel being demolished. 
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The story continued, “The architect, in designing the new Bethel, had an eye to a 

cheerful interior and the windows are numerous.... The front elevation is 

particularly attractive with two large plate windows, one on either side of a wide 

main entrance and over the latter is a large stone tablet on which is inscribed: 

‘Bethel. This Building is Donated to The Ashtabula Bethel Association by Sarah 

Pomeroy Riddell.’” 

The main floor of the building stood several feet above the street level, which 

provided room for a deep basement below, deep enough to allow ample equipment 

storage. A chapel that could comfortably seat 200 people was located on the right 

of the main entrance, and a ward capable of holding eight single beds opened up 

behind the chapel. Another ward of the same size stood across from it in the rear 

hall. A large apartment extended from the main entrance over halfway to the rear. 

It was built so that it could open into the next room when it became necessary to 

expand. 

 A ”general reading room” stood to the left of the hall with an office in one corner. 

A restaurant was located in back of the reading room, featuring a fully equipped 

kitchen. The building also included a second floor which had been “done off into 

nineteen rooms, including toilets, baths, and a storeroom.” Ten bedrooms and a six 

room living suite for the superintendent and his family completed the second floor. 

The article stated that “the bedrooms were large and pleasant and neatly 

furnished.” 

The basement was finished off in cement and, “has a large sleeping ward where the 

cheapest lodging accommodations will be furnished. There is space for 18 cots and 

a change is contemplated by which 12 more can be added.” The building was 

heated with hot-water heat and had an “automatic heater attached to the bathroom 

tanks...” Also in the basement are a four-bowl lavatory, two toilets and four shower 

baths.” The building was piped for gas and wired for electricity throughout and all 

trim was natural wood. The lot was big enough that a 50- or 60-foot addition could 

be made in the future.” 

An October 26, 1906, Beacon Record article included a photograph of F.S. 

Converse and Reverend Woodring, who had apparently settled their differences. 

By the time the new building was dedicated in April 1907, Mr. Riddell had died, 

but Mrs. Riddell attended. The dedication services included music and song, and 

an invocation. The Bethel Sunday and Swedish children performed songs and 

Bethel President Barton and at least a half dozen pastors took part in the service. 

The Bethel Association successfully operated for many years, but times and 

finances changed and operating revenue diminished. By 1920,  both the Western 
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Seamen’s Friend Societies in Cleveland and Ashtabula ceased to operate.  The 

Board of the Ashtabula Seamen’s Friend Association contacted the Lake Carriers 

Association and asked them to take over the operation. They declined. On January 

20, 1920, the Ashtabula Bethel’s executive committee met with a group at the 

Ashtabula YMCA. The group, comprised of President Dowell, Messrs. Good, 

Hewins, and Morley and two representatives of the Finnish Salvation Army with 

J.W. McClure as spokesperson, asked the Bethel if the Salvation Army could take 

over its operations. The Salvation Army representatives and the Bethel Board 

quickly reached an agreement, and the Salvation Army took over the building and 

the work of the Ashtabula Seamen’s Bethel. 

Nearly a decade later, the Great Depression ravaged the United States economy 

and the Bethel operation closed. In 1935, the Ashtabula Ministerial Association 

and Dr. Edgar Helmes, founder of Goodwill Industries,  created the Ashtabula 

Goodwill Industries. The organization acquired the  vacant Seamen’s Bethel on 

Morton Drive in Ashtabula Harbor. Because the building was known as the Bethel 

Building, the organization was known as the Bethel Goodwill. The first executive 

secretary of the Ashtabula Bethel Goodwill was Reverend S.L. Thomas, who 

earned a salary of $1,200 dollars a year paid by funds from the Community Chest. 

He and his wife lived in the furnished quarters on the second floor. Reverend 

Thomas resigned in 1938, and a succession of Goodwill executives included: 

Anna L. Turpenen- 1938-1942 

Howard R. Dunlavy – 1942-1965 

Mr. Girkin- Mid 1966-1971 

Mr. Gurley – 1971-1973 

Harbor residents remembered the Christmas parties at Goodwill with the entire 

neighborhood participating. May Colling, Harbor and Goodwill historian, recalled 

that merchants and neighbors donated gifts, food, and money to help people less 

fortunate.  

In 1951, the Ashtabula Exchange Club raised more than $17,000 to remodel the 

main building. In 1962, philanthropist Oliver C. Topky donated funds to add a 

chapel and that same year the Civic Development corporation donated funds to 

expand the retail store. 

May Colling documented a usual 1962 remodeling program. The Riddell building 

that the Salvation Army had operated and later transferred to the Goodwill was 

beheaded. The upper floor of the building was razed, and the original building 

without the second floor, still lies within the walls of the present Goodwill. 
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According to May Colling, it is the section south of the Laura Topky Chapel. She 

wrote that ““In the remodeling a new brick front and matching new additions,” 

were added. Now the entire building looks as one.”  

 When Oliver Childs Topky, an Ashtabula benefactor, died, he left in his will 

$5,000 to the Smith Home for Aged Women and $5,000 for Goodwill Industries, 

Ashtabula. The will created a approximately $25,000 a memorial trust fund with 

the annual quarterly income to go to both those organizations as well as to Lake 

Avenue Methodist Church, the YMCA, and the YWCA. Farmers National Bank 

was appointed trustee and the trust set out guidelines should any of those bodies 

dissolve.  

May Colling related another story about the history of the Bethel building. She said 

that  “In 1963 when the store was being rebuilt and the chapel constructed by Matt 

L. Kujala, our sons were attracted to watching the construction process and 

particularly interested in getting any scrap wood for their own construction 

projects. “Matt knew the boys and, not wanting them in the way, told them that he 

would see to it that they got some scrap wood but they’d have to stay away from 

the site. True to his word, at closing time M att’s men delivered scrap wood to our 

house. The boys’ pals were really impressed.”  

In 1980 a $1 million addition was added to the Goodwill, with a second story 

dormitory, conference rooms, workshop area and cafeteria. A loading dock and 

warehouse were also attached.  

The newspaper articles and founding Goodwill documents contain date 

discrepancies that hopefully can be resolved through more research. The story of 

the Seamen’s Bethel Goodwill will be continued in the April issue of Ports and 

Portholes.  
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Chaplain John David Jones Preached o the Cuyahoga River 

 
Chaplain John David Jones moored his gospel 

ship, the Floating Bethel, to docks on the 

Cuyahoga River front and rescued sailors from 

the traditional sailor vices. 

The well-dressed stranger didn’t realize that only 

the brave or the very foolish ventured into 

Cleveland’s Flats after dark in the year 1868. He 

wanted a drink, so he went to the section of town 

where he could get one. The saloons were 

located on Whiskey Island, where the Cuyahoga 

River empties into Lake Erie. They made up the 

waterfront district of warehouses, saloons, and 

brothels, lit by gas and oil lamps and whispered 

about in more respectable quarters of town. 

Chaplain John David Jones Rescues 

the Well-Dressed Stranger 

The stranger selected a saloon, swung open the 

door, and walked in. A ragged, shifty eyed man spotted him immediately as a mark 

with a full wallet and sidled over to the stranger. Just as the well-dressed stranger 

was darting nervous glances over his shoulder, the swinging saloon doors opened 

and gasps and cries of “It’s the Chaplain, it’s the one-armed Chaplain,” came from 

all corners of the shadowy room. The shifty eyed man backed away from the well-

dressed stranger. He walked over and slapped the one-armed Chaplain on the back. 

The one- armed Chaplain had saved one more unsuspecting person from the 

waterfront penalty for unwariness. 

John David Jones was the name of the one armed chaplain and every man round 

the Cleveland docks knew and liked him. He was a native son, born April 30, 

1845, at Cleveland. His father had been a local Methodist preacher, and one of the 

owners of the first rolling mill built at Cleveland. John Jones went before the mast 

on the Great Lakes in 1852, with Captain Solon Rummage on the schooner Wings 

of the Morning. For twelve years he sailed the Great Lakes, then sought salt water, 

taking service on merchant vessels. 

John David Jones Fights in the Civil War and Returns to the Great Lakes 
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The guns of Civil War echoed down the lakes as well as on land in 1861. John 

enlisted in the Seventh Ohio Volunteer Infantry and served one year there. Then he 

followed his true calling and joined the Navy. The Navy appointed him carpenter 

on the gunboat Yantic and he served on her for two years. During the fighting at 

Fort Fisher, John took part in the attack under General Butler. A one hundred 

pound parrot swivel gun burst, killing the gunner and the officer of the division. 

Although John stood next to them, he was not hurt. 

At the second attack under General Terry, volunteers were recruited to go with 

Lieutenant Cushing to storm Fort Fisher. John Jones went along and he was 

standing by the side of Lt. Porter when he was shot. A squad of seven or eight men 

who were with him were all killed and wounded. John Jones said, “This was the 

most trying moment of my life and I thank God for his great mercy.” 

After his service in the Civil War, John returned to the lakes and signed on as 

watchman on the propeller Winslow with Captain Robert Anderson, who was 

considered in those days one of the most skillful and able navigators on the lakes. 

John had previously sailed on the bark Pomeroy, which he laid up in Chicago at 

the end of the season. After his service with Captain Anderson, John served on the 

schooner N.C. Winslow. He also sailed on the T.P. Handy, William Chase, 

Champion, C.C. Casper, the bark Bridge and many others. 

John David Jones Converts from Carousing to Christianity 

In his hitches as a sailor, John David Jones developed a taste for damsels, drink, 

and devilry, and was one of the wildest sailors of them all. In fact, he said that he 

never had command of a vessel because he was a “victim” of drink. The 

transformation of John David Jones from wild sailor to Christian convert took 

place in 1868, soon after his return to the lakes. He worked for a short time on the 

railroad and during this time, he fell under the wheels of a freight train and lost his 

arm. Since his life had been spared, he converted to Christianity and vowed to 

mend his ways and try to help his fellow sailors. 

Chaplain John David Jones preached the gospel to the poor, visited the sick and 

reclaimed the wayward. Reverend J.S. Reeger, one of his contemporaries, said of 

him, “Chaplain Jones knows their sorrows, knows their sick fathers and mothers, 

knows the calamities that have come into their homes; everything connected with 

their lives seems to have come to the knowledge of this man.” 

The waterfront men liked the one armed Chaplain right away. He was a short and 

stocky man with a dignified manner, but he could hold his own in any waterfront 

fight and the men knew it. His eloquence and persuasive manner made him many 
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friends and his refinement and culture surprised those meeting him for the first 

time. Many of the sailors thought if religion had helped him, it could do the same 

thing for them. 

Chaplain John David Jones Provides the Floating Bethel to Help 

Sailors 

The one armed chaplain had friends in high places, too, men of means in the early 

lake shipping trade, all anxious to improve the lot of the sailor. He got to know 

police officers, judges, politicians, doctors, and clergymen. When city police 

hurried to a waterfront brawl in high wheeled horse drawn patrol wagons, more 

often than not, they turned their prisoners over to Chaplain Jones. They reasoned 

that they would save jail costs, court costs, and the culprit would benefit more from 

a talk with the one armed Chaplain than a judge. 

Most of the time, the police were right. Chaplain Jones provided a safe, secure 

berth for the sailors and other people of his ministry. The berth was a boat about 60 

or so feet long, 

substantial in beam, and 

had blunt noise and a 

square stern. The sailors 

called her the Floating 

Bethel, and she became a 

familiar sight as she lay 

moored on the Cuyahoga 

River and in Cleveland 

Harbor. The Floating 

Bethel had no means of 

propulsion, so a friendly 

tug or bum boat would 

drag her to various docks 

around the harbor. 

Sometimes she would set 

in one spot for months before she moved. 

Some sources say that Chaplain Jones lived inside the Floating Bethel, but if he did 

it could only have been for a short time. He founded the Floating Bethel in 1868, 

and he also married in 1868. The woman he married, Miss Lydia Pepperday, 

happened to be the organist of the old Bethel and he took his courtship from there. 

The couple eventually had eight children. 

http://drc.ohiolink.edu/handle/2374.OX/77769
http://drc.ohiolink.edu/handle/2374.OX/77769
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Working in the Floating Bethel 

The inside of the Floating Bethel was as interesting as the chaplain who ran it. 

There was one large room in its interior with a pulpit sitting near the bow. There 

were chairs and benches for the congregation to sit in while they were listening to 

the chaplain’s sermons. He preached a sermon that could match any clergyman of 

the day and for after sermon reading, he provided daily papers and current 

magazines for the sailors. He also maintained and kept orderly a reading room for 

unemployed sailors. 

The Floating Bethel became a haven for water front transgressors and the Chaplain 

had many lasting converts. She was a water front fixture in the Cuyahoga River 

and Cleveland Harbor for years. No one remembers what became of her. Some say 

that the one-armed Chaplain had her hauled ashore and mounted on wheels where 

she served as a revival tabernacle in the more remote spots of Lake Erie County. 

Others say that she drifted out into a Lake Erie and was lost in one of the violent 

storms that Lake Erie brews so swiftly. 

The History of the Great Lakes, published in 1899, has a biography about Chaplain 

Jones and states that his work on the Floating Bethel dated from 1868 to the 1899. 

The officers for the Floating Bethel in 1899 are listed as Captain Thomas Wilson, 

president; Captain George Stone, first vice president; Stiles H. Curtiss, second vice 

president; C.O. Scott, treasurer; H.F. Lyman, secretary; and J.D. Jones, chaplain 

and superintendent. The biography also says that in 1895, Chaplain Jones received 

a handsome present amounting to $6,183.75 for the purpose of lifting the mortgage 

from his home. The reason the Chaplain had a mortgage on his home was his 

generosity to the poor of Cleveland. 

The Gospel Ship on Wheels 

In 1897, Chaplain Jones had another idea which seemed to operate separately from 

the Floating Bethel. He thought that with a boat nicely fitted up and mounted on 

wheels he could reach many people not in the habit of going to church. He went to 

Detroit and visited the different boat houses until he found a suitable boat. He paid 

$50 for his boat, brought it to Cleveland, and mounted it on wheels. As soon as the 

boat was in commission, he cruised the different parts of the city with a crew of 

singers and did much good spreading the gospel in this novel manner.  

The Floating Bethel and the Chaplain’s gospel ship on wheels were practical ways 

that Chaplain John David Jones used to minister to people and a logical extension 

of his lifelong fascination with ships. Many of his sermons were about the spiritual 

significance of ships and the sea and Jesus being a “fisher of men.” 

http://books.google.com/books?id=iHXhAAAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=history+of+the+great+lakes&source=bl&ots=uf6JY7oYG8&sig
http://books.google.com/books?id=iHXhAAAAMAAJ&pg=PA487&lpg=PA487&dq=floating+bethel&source=bl&ots=uf6JY7o-He&sig=XBkYllFibvGlL9DEpJ3UEPYFjq0&hl=en&ei=0JWoTIrjDoSXnAeVoJHWDQ&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=6&sqi=2&ved=0CCUQ6AEwBQ#v=onepage&q=floating%20bethel&f=false
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The fun-loving side of the Chaplain Jones also came out in the Bethel. The story 

goes that he maintained a standing offer for years to vanquish any one-armed man 

who cared to challenge him. History does not record any challengers. 

 

Ashtabula’s Compassionate Caretakers 

By Richard Lane of Columbus, Ohio 

(Louise Legeza printed this story about the Ashtabula Bethel in her Ashtabula Star 

Beacon column of January 30, 2001. Richard Lane’s grandfather, a Captain in the 

Salvation Army,  operated the Bethel for the Salvation Army during the 

Depression. She noted that Richard Lane used to play with My Colling’s children.) 

 The Depression “It was an economic catastrophe that defied description. The 

Great Depression between the years 1929 and 1940 crippled our nation. By 1932, 

15 million workers were unemployed. For all jobless providers, a family 

desperately waited at home while household heads searched for any means of 

support.  

It happened in the Harbor district of Ashtabula and would for generations put the 

city on the map for thousands of struggling souls throughout the Great Lakes area. 

Ashtabula remained a beacon of hope for displaced industrial workers during those 

tough years. Great Lakes shipping had remained alive due to a continuing demand 

from the steel industry. Giant ore boats, originating from mines in Minnesota and 

Wisconsin, arrived and departed regularly at local docks. Trains shuttled their 

mineral payload to mills along the Ohio, Allegheny, and Monongahela rivers.  

With the heartbeat of America growing faint, attention turned to the pulse of 

potential life-supporting jobs still flowing through the arteries leading to Lake Erie. 

“Men arrived from all directions. Transients, or hobos as some were called, used 

whatever means of transportation that could be found to reach a city of hope. But 

their nicknames belied their intentions. Few were looking for a free ride. Most 

were family men who sought honest work to send money home. They would line 

up at the stairway to the Harbor Lake Carrier office on Bridge Street in hopes of 

being assigned to a ship. “With these visitors came a community need. To avoid a 

shanty town environment of street people, temporary housing became an issue. 

Ashtabula responded! A huge red brick building existed between West Sixth and 

Eighth streets at 621 Morton Drive (now Goodwill Drive). It was owned by the 

city. Empathetically, it was decided to contribute its usage for low-cost rooming to 

those coming and going. But who would oversee such a humane undertaking? ‘ 
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My grandfather was a humble, unassuming man near 40. He and his family of 

eight resided in Wesleyville, Pa. A God-fearing individual, he had earned a 

position in The Salvation Army as captain. It was around January 1931 when a 

message arrived from headquarters in New York City. An agreement had been 

entered into with Ashtabula City. Instructions were to pack up and serve at the  

Morton Drive shelter. Thus, was born ‘The Seamen’s Bethel.’ Housing “Arriving 

on site, Grandfather found the facility quite adequate. The three-tiered structure 

featured a first floor level with rooms for 20 beds, two ‘hotel’ rooms, a washroom, 

as well as a large hall for religious meetings. The upstairs included more ‘hotel’ 

rooms and the living quarters for Grandfather’s family, soon to number ten. The 

basement level was comprised of rooms for an additional 20 beds. Donations 

helped “Many agencies and individuals aided in supporting the work done at 

Seaman’s Bethel. In addition to city taxes, a Community Fund generously 

contributed. Grandfather was personally compensated $100 per month family 

support by the Salvation Army. The Red Cross tailored clothing. The wealthy 

showed a similar kindness with timely gifts. W.E. Wenner, Oliver Topky and R.H. 

Pfaff are among those remembered for their sympathetic support. At a time when 

all feared losses, sharing what one had with total strangers set a fine example for 

all of us down to this day.  

Life for the family was memorable. Grandmother remained busy attending to 

personal needs for the large group of offspring, leaving Grandfather with many 

domestic chores such as the enormous amount of laundry generated by a continual 

turnover of bedding. In addition the ‘captain ’ prepared and conducted several 

spiritual meals each week.  

Grandfather also had the special gift of comfort. He would listen. He would pay 

attention to tales of woe from visitors. He often gave audience so late into the 

evening that Grandmother would complain. It was a ministry that perhaps offered a 

lifeline to some who might have otherwise joined the tens of thousands of 

Americans who chose to end their lives by suicide as a result of the infamous panic 

brought on by the economic ‘crash.’  

Grandfather did receive gratis assistance in everyday household tasks from loving 

souls such as the 1930s equivalent to “Mr. Rogers.” His name was William 

Rogers, and like his modern-day counterpart, he was kind and understanding, 

giving freely of time and energy. The children would fondly remember William 

Rogers’ helpfulness.  

Working together “Although meals were not regularly provided for guests, the 

children never knew who might show up at the dinner table as an extension of 
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hospitality. A transient might travel with his entire family and were welcomed. 

Compassion for the hungry was also shown at the fire station on Bridge Street, 

where the daily ‘soup kitchen’ provided nutrition. Rennick’s Meat Market on the 

corner of Bridge Street and Hulbert Avenue showed more goodwill as soup bones 

and other scraps were given to those in need.  

The Doxie Dairy distributed skim milk in the same manner. “The neighborhood 

worked together in those days. Clothing given to Seaman’s Bethel by the well-to-

do was shared with the locals. The Hungarian population was particularly 

appreciative of such thoughtfulness and would exchange homegrown food with the 

family.  

Life for the children was interesting. Standing on the front walks along the brick 

roadway allowed minds to venture. W here was that train chugging away from the 

docks headed? Would that nice man in the caboose wave? They could stroll down 

to the lift bridge and talk to that man in the control office. At 7 a.m. the car ferry 

could be seen making its way through the channel toward Lake Erie, destined for 

Canadian ports with a full load of coal carried in railroad gondola cars. At 4 p.m. it 

would return to dock like clockwork. “Mother shared with me the sense of security 

the children felt, whether living near strangers or wandering in the vicinity. It was, 

after all, a time of pulling together with little place for abuse or greed.  

 

Ashtabula medical community was just as merciful. Dr. William Millberg Sr. is 

singled out as one such healer. The good doctor would make house calls to the 

Bethel for any illness. Grandfather played the nurse. What made it so heartfelt was 

that it would always be at no cost! M other recalled a life-saving operation perform 

ed on her brother, after which Dr. Millberg personally carried the youth up the long 

flight of stairs to his bed. Such acts provide another glimpse of compassion.  

“Grandfather and Grandmother helped, from time to time, with the delivery of 

babies throughout the city. This was but typical for people in the county. Many 

professionals worked pro bono. Police support “The philanthropic attitude 

extended far beyond the walls of 621 Morton Drive. Grandfather could often be 

seen walking ‘the beat’ with fellow redhead, Officer Sam Clint. Relations with the 

police were important when, on occasion, hobos having cried a little too much in 

their beer, came late in the night pounding on the shelter door with cries of, 

‘Captain! Captain!’ Law enforcement would be called and the intoxicated would 

be taken from the property and given a night’s rest at the police station behind the 

firehouse.  
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By 1938 the Depression ' had eased. Franklin D. Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’ began to 

work. Wartime offered more industrial opportunities. After a job well done, a 

decision was made to close Seaman ’s Bethel. Grandfather was released. And yet 

one final act of compassion remained. Now unemployed himself, Grandfather 

needed housing in the private sector. Mr. Askew, an officer at the Savings and 

Loan located on Bridge Street, aided the family in moving to suitable 

accommodations on Ohio Avenue. “People of Depression years truly cared about 

each other. May we, in some small or large way, show the same com passion in 

this modernistic world.  

Name omission “You may have noticed the absence of Grand father’s name in this 

account. The omission is intentional. It is the way he would have w anted it. He 

sought recognition, not from man, but rather a higher power. May his reward be 

eternal.”  
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