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Hints of the Harbor:  Ashtabula 

• Ashtabula Harbor was a small, sleepy port until competing railroads con-
nected the Pittsburgh and Youngstown, Ohio steel mills. By 1893, it had 
grown to one of the greatest iron ore port on the Great Lakes. 

• Ashtabula Harbor has been a large ore and coal port since the late 19th cen-
tury. 

• Ashtabula Harbor was a center of the steel manufacturing developed around 
the Great Lakes. 

• Immigrants from many nations, including Italy, Finland, Norway, and Swe-
den were employed at Ashtabula Harbor. 

• Ole Brude, a Norwegian immigrant, invented an egg-shaped lifeboat that 
was installed on the Car Ferry Ashtabula and remained there until the 
Ashtabula was scrapped. 

• Hulett ore unloading machines were installed in Ashtabula Harbor in the 
early twentieth century.  

• Today, Ashtabula is a taconite, stone and bulk materials port for self-
unloading vessels. It is also a recreational port featuring marinas and fishing 
charters. 

• The Port of Ashtabula still contains miles of railroad tracks with hundreds 
of hopper cars filled with iron ore. 

• At the beginning of the 20th century, hundreds of immigrants worked on the 
docks, loading and unloading as many as 65 boats. They worked, fought, 
and raised families in the growing city. 

• In 1901,The Ashtabula Beacon Record reported that “there are 53 saloons at 
the Harbor, not including those in Italy, Sweden or one near Woodland Park, 
also ten hours of alleged bad repute, and another one soon to go in.”  
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The old life saving station on Walnut 
Beach north of the water works on 
Nash Street was built around 1892. 
On January 20. 1920, the United 
States Coast Guard assumed the du-
ties and other responsibilities of the 
Life Saving Service. The building 
stood vacant for many years and was 
often used by youngsters as a hide-
out or meeting place. There is some 
discrepancy as to what actually hap-
pened to the building, but most resi-
dents recall that it was burned in the 
early 1950s. 

Ashtabula Life Savers 
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 Hints of the Harbor:  Conneaut 

• The Pittsburgh and Conneaut Dock Company which is now Canadian 
National, was the launching place of the Hulett  ore unloaders that 
were used around the Great Lakes in the 1900s.  

• In the early 20th century, Andrew Carnegie purchased many acres of 
Conneaut Lakefront land to build docks and other facilities for the 
Pittsburgh Steamship Company, his fleet of vessels shipping ore from 
the Minnesota mines to Conneaut and by rail to Pittsburgh. 

• The Port of Conneaut is still the northern loading point for train cars 
bearing iron ore for Pittsburgh, area steel mills. It is an international 
shipping port.T 

• In 1893, the steamer Kershaw brought the first cargo of iron ore from 
the Mesabi Range to Conneaut. Many local people rushed to the har-
bor, climbed aboard the Kershaw, and snatched chunks of red ore as 
souvenirs of the occasion. 

• As early as 1837 Conneaut Harbor had a light house of with W.W. 
Woodward as the keeper. By 1846, the harbor was described as an im-
portant shipping port "with a pier with a light house on it, two for-
warding houses and eleven dwellings."  

 

Dog 

and 

Ducks 
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When Helge Anderson was a lad growing up in 
Conneaut, he and his friends would build model 
boats from scraps of wood and sail them in the 
lagoon.  

Most of the models Anderson makes as an adult 
are of Great Lakes ships, ranging from the first 
steel hulled ore carrier, Onoko, to the whale-
backs Erikson and Charles W. Wetmore, to the 
Roger Blough.  

Before Anderson begins to build a model of an 
extinct ship, he carefully researches the plans 
for the boat to make certain it will be built ac-
cording to the original design, rather than an 

• The Walk-in-the-Water, the first steamer on Lake Erie was launched in 
Buffalo, New York in 1818.  It stopped in Conneaut on its way to Detroit. 

• A sand bar at one time blocked the mouth of Conneaut Creek to such an 
extent that even fishing vessels were unable to use the harbor. Conneaut at 
that time had a population of 1,500 inhabitants. 

• With the coming of the Str. Kershaw, Conneaut once more became an ac-
tive port. The Pittsburg, Shenango, and Lake Erie R.R., "The Peasley," 
originally called Erie, Shenango and Pittsburg R.R., built a branch line 
from Conneaut to connect with the main line at Albion, PA to carry ore to 
the mills in the "Smoky City" area. The name of the rail road was changed 
to Pittsburg, Bessemer and Lake Erie R.R. and finally to its present name 
Bessemer and Lake Erie R.R.  

Helge Anderson made his model of the Blough for US. Steel as a gift to 
the captain of the freighter. He has also made models of tugs and other 
ships for co-workers and friends. 

Helge Anderson Models  

Conneaut Harbor Hellos 
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Blessing of the Fleet: Conneaut 

Pittsburgh Sidelights 

June 1958 

Fleet Blessed at Conneaut 

Conneaut, Ohio, townspeople and crewmen of Pittsburgh Steamship 
vessels wintering at that port attended the annual ceremony of The 
Blessing of the Fleet early last month. 

Just hours before the Steamer Johnson cast off her lines for the first 
trip to the head of the lakes, services were conducted on her cargo 
deck by the Conneaut Ministerial Association, representing 18 local 
churches. A 70-voice A Cappella Choir from Conneaut High School 
provided background music for the program. 

Representing Pittsburgh crewmen and their families were Second ate 
Willis Syfert, his wife Dorothy, son Timothy, and daughters Pamela 
and Joyce. 

Mr. Syfert is Second Mate of the Steamer Buffington this season.  
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Blessing of the Fleet: Conneaut 

 
May 1987 

The fleet blessing ceremonies which will be held this Sunday at the Lake Erie 
Boat club will mark the revival of an event which was a springtime tradition 
for the Conneaut harbor for many years. 

According to traditional stories, the blessing ceremonies started in Conneaut 
in 1954 and was carried out yearly at the opening of the shipping season The 
date of the blessing ceremony was much earlier in the season than what this 
year’s will be. For example, in 1964, the blessing was held on April 9. In 
1968, the last year the ceremony was observed, it was held on March 29. 

The ceremonies were held on the deck of a freighter u usually one of the boats 
which had wintered in the harbor. In 1968, the ceremony was held on the deck 
of the Stream Thomas W Lamont, a U.S. Steel Corporation Great Lakes Fleet 
Boat. In 1967 the ceremony was held on the Steamer Enders M. Voorhees “at 
Conneaut Harbor under a steady drizzle.” 

The blessing was sponsored by the Conneaut Ministerial Association and U.S. 
Steel, its purpose was given to call down God’s blessing on vessels and men 
who will sail the Great Lakes this year.” 

A highlight of the blessing every year was the naming of a “Fleet Family,” a 
local family whose father worked on the Great Lakes freighters In 1968m 
Frank Gritzer’s family was named as the fleet family. Gritzer was a second 
mate on the Str. Thomas F. Cole. 

The blessing ceremonies involved a large number of local clergy. Music  was 
provided over the years by the Conneaut High School Choir and Rowe High 
School Choir. 

In 1963, the tradition of placing a memorial wreath in the waters of the lake 
was instituted as part of the ceremony. The wreath was cast to honor seamen 
who had lost their lives sailing the lakes. 
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May 1, 1978 

It was a cold day, March 25, 
1949, when the first blessing 
took place in Ashtabula Harbor. 

The ceremony was the idea of 
Frank G. DeGennaro, a member 
of Mother of Sorrows Church. 
He had witnessed such a cere-
mony in Boston Harbor some 
years before, and was im-
pressed. 

DeGennaro suggested the fleet 
blessing to his priest Right Rev. 
Monsignor Walter B. Martin, 
then serving at Mother of Sor-
rows. Martin who was always 
interested in new idea, agreed. 

There were no parades that day, 
no crowd of people, no gather-
ing of small craft to participate. 
Monsignor Martin; DeGennaro 

and alter boys Carl Simmons Jr. and Gerald Rossum, boarded the tug Ida-
ho. The boys were sons of officers of Great Lakes ships. The tug moved 
around the harbor, Monsignor Martin blessing each of the nearly 40 ships 
moored there. 

The ceremony was witnessed by only the boatmen and a few people on the 
shore. After each blessing each boat responded with a steam whistle blast. 

The annual ceremony has grown considerably since that first time, now at-
tracting hundreds of participants and onlookers. According to local offi-
cials, Ashtabula’s is the oldest continuing ceremony on the Great Lakes. 

The custom of fleet blessing began hundreds of years ago in Greece, Italy 
and Scandinavian countries.  

While originally a strictly Roman Catholic ceremony, it has been extended 
to all faiths and segments of the community. 

The Blessing of the Fleet:  Ashtabula 
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Blessing of the Fleet 

Wednesday June 1, 1988 

The formal blessing of ships in the harbor is 

really what the blessing of the Fleet celebra-

tion is about.  

Aboard the J.L. Mauthe in April, three 

church leaders say blessings and sprinkle ho-

ly water to bless the ship and her crew for the 

shipping season on Lake Erie.  

Doing the blessing is the Rev. Burt H. Froeh-

lich of St. Peter Episcopal Church in 

Ashtabula; the Rev. Merien Levering of the 

First United Methodist in Conneaut; and the 

Rev Frederick Lukehart of St. Frances 

Cabrini in Conneaut. 

 

 

 

Blessing of the fleet:  Ashtabula 
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Harboring Huletts 

 

 

Huletts in Conneaut, Ohio 

 

George Hulett Has an Idea 
Conneaut native George Hulett, who many people considered a rather ec-
centric inventor-type person, had an idea. Instead of droves of dock work-
ers loading and unloading iron ore and other commodities, why couldn’t a 
machine be used to do the unloading and save labor, time, and costs? True, 
some companies used primitive loading and unloading machines, but they 
did not seem to be completely effective. It would take him some years of 
hardship and setbacks, but he persevered and invented until his name and 
machine became household words.  

George Hulett was born on September 26, 1846 in Conneaut, Ohio. His 
family moved to Cleveland when he was twelve years old, and he graduat-
ed  from the Humiston Institute in 1864. After his graduation, he moved to 
Unionville, Ohio and operated a general store until he returned to Cleve-
land in 1881, where he and his brother, William, went into business to-
gether until George left in 1890. 

In 1890, George explored the possibilities of the coal and iron ore han-
dling industry and by the late 1890s he worked at the firm of Webster, 
Camp & Lane of Akron, Ohio. His company manufactured heavy equip-
ment, including the new prototype of coal dumper for loading lake boats 
that George had invented. George continued his experiments and created 
his Hulett ore unloader in 1898. In 1899, George enjoyed the honor of see-
ing the first Hulette unloader,. 1,500 tons strong,  being used on the docks 
in his hometown of Conneaut. 

. 
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George Hulett served as manager of the Ore and Coal Handling Department 
of Webster, Camp & Lane until the company went bankrupt about 1903. After 
the bankruptcy, Samuel Wellman of Cleveland, a prominent mechanical engi-
neer acquired George’s patents. The Wellman Engineering Company and its 
successors, the Wellman-Seaver-Morgan Company and the McDowell-
Wellman Company built most of the Hulett unloaders.   

Huletts Dot the Horizon 
In 1898, George Hulett saw his dream of a machine to efficiently and eco-
nomically unload iron ore from lake freighters become a reality, when the 
first Hulett ore unloader was patented and produced. But he had a little help 
from Andrew Carnegie. 

At this point in time, Andrew Carnegie had built a steel empire in America 
and his power and money extended throughout Ashtabula County and region-
al Ohio and Pennsylvania. Industry legend has it that when Carnegie heard 
that Webster, Camp & Lane Company in Akron had built a Hulett unloader at 
the Conneaut Dock at its own expense. George Hulett and his friends had 
convinced Andrew Carnegie to try the new idea, but Carnegie had his condi-
tions. He said if the new machine worked he would buy it, but if it did not 
work Webster, Camp &Lane would have to get rid of it at their own expense. 

In 1898, the Hulett was tested at Conneaut and it passed with flying colors. 
Andrew Carnegie bought it for $40,000 and ordered two more. 

Operational in 1899, at first glance, the Hulett did not appear to be much of 
an improvement from the unloaders it was designed to replace. A large and 
cumbersome machine, it weighed 950 tons and measured 88 feet high and 36 
feet wide at its base.  The Hulett’s main girder was 134 feet long and extend-
ed over five loading tracks. The digging leg was attached to a 94 foot long 
walking beam and the bucket was attached to a 58 foot long digging leg. 

The Hulett operator entered the cargo hold of the vessel with the digging leg 
and bucket and controlled all operations of the digging device. People in-
volved with Hulett operation agreed that it required about five years to train 
an efficient Hulett operator. 

Despite its drawbacks, the Hulett proved its worth. It could dig 17 tons of ore 
from a vessel in fifty seconds. It was steam powered and did not require the 
expensive cables that other machines needed to operate.  
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By 1901, five Huletts operated on the Conneaut 
docks. In 1905, Lorain had five Hulettes and by 
1908, the Superior dock in Ashtabula employed 
Huletts.   Altogether,  80 Hulett unloading ma-
chines were build between 1898 and 1960. In 
1960, the last Huletts were built at Lorain, Ohio.  

The Hulett era ended in the early 1980s when the 
steel industry began extensively using self un-
loaders for iron ore. By 1999, Cleveland had four 
Huletts, but they were not being used. The 
Ashtabula Huletts were scraped in the early 1980s. By 1992, five idle Huletts lan-
guished on the Conneaut docks. 

 

The Ashtabula Maritime and Surface Transportation Museum features a model of 
a Hulett that Ashtabula craftsman Warner Pearson built. His creation is four feet 
high and six feet long and is a replica of the original Hulett down to the small wa-
ter and oils cans on its sides 

 

Warner Pearson began building miniatures as a hobby at the age of eight and con-
tinued his craft until he died He first carved his models with  jackknife  and 
throughout his career considered the jackknife the most valuable instrument in his 

shop at his home. 

 

 

native Ashtabula to a snug berth in the Ashtabula Maritime and Surface 

Transportation Museum. 

Warner Pear-

son’s Hulett 

Model spent 

fifteen years 

on display 

Washington 

D.C. 

Finally, it re-

turned to its 
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Birds Ahoy! 
Second Mate, later Captain John Paul Perkins forged his maritime connections in steel 

made from the iron ore that he helped transport from Lake Superior to Lake Erie ports 

on the ships of his Pittsburgh Steamship Company, later to become part of the U.S. 

Steel fleet. He worked his way up the ship pecking order to become a seasoned sailor 

and eventually a captain, but he also was a renowned bird watcher and inventive crea-

tor of shipboard Floating National Forests which he established on every ship he 

sailed.  

The water route of the ships, both up and down bound, took them west to east across 

Lake Superior, through the Locks at Soo Ste. Marie. The next leg of the journey trav-
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ersed the length of Lake Huron, through the St. Clair River, and Lake St. Clair. The final leg of 

the journey took the ships down the Detroit River, across Lake Erie for approximately eighty 

miles and to the ports of northeastern Ohio, including Ashtabula and Conneaut where Perk 

lived. 

Perk created his personal scientific methods of on deck birdwatching. He purchased balled 

trees and other habitat equipment like branches and perches from friends in various ports along 

Lakes Superior, Michigan, Huron, and Erie. He set them up on deck along with bird seed and 

water stations and then placed a park bench in a strategic yet non-threatening location to sit on 

while he birdwatched, photographed them, and took movies of them. He created a film called 

“Birds Ahoy!” that he used in his speaking programs about birds and that garnered respect in 

the scientific world as well. 

Besides for his personal enjoyment, Perk observed birds for their own sake – their plumage, 

their habits, their personalities, their grace, their freedom of movement, and yes, their predato-

ry skills, especially those of gulls and hawks, revealing the cruel side of nature. Perk spent 

years taking meticulous, detailed notes of bird life and behavior. His notes and the articles he 

wrote, including one published in Audubon Magazine, changed traditional ideas about migra-

tory patterns of birds, including those over the St. Clair River and the Great Lakes. 

Perk explained his methods in one of his articles: “Over several years I have kept detailed 

notes on the migration waves and single birds sighted during the sailing season. Each year a 

little more data is added until at present the notes include observations, location of ship, weath-

er at ship’s position, barometric and temperature graphs plus the weather synopsis of the loca-

tion of atmospheric pressures each day for the Great Lakes region.”      

Every trip he took up and down the St. Clair River and the rest of the route, Perk observed 

birds and took notes about their behavior. He described how flocks of birds would rest aboard 

ship in his National Forests and on suitable places all over the ship. He described their flight 

patterns and their habits. He elaborated: “The trees were arranged daily according to the posi-

tion of the sun and a chair or park bench was placed the correct distance away for the focus 

wanted. With a bottle of coffee and a few doughnuts handy on the hatch, I was ready.” 

His bird watching did not escape the notice of his shipmates. They christened his tree arrange-

ments “Perk’s National Forest,” and they gave him nicknames like “Ranger” and “Nature 

Boy.” Some enterprising sailors placed an artificial nest complete with four plump grapes in 

one of his trees and at Christmas, ornaments appeared hanging from the branches. The teasing 

was good natured, and Perk described encountering shipmates searching his bird books to 

identify their ship’s passengers. He also recalled a captain or two calling from the pilothouse 

that his trees were full of birds. 

His ornithological or bird loving connection, existed from his boyhood when Perk roamed the 

hills of Belmont County, Ohio, seeking, finding, and photographing interesting birds. During 

his teen and adult years living in Conneaut, Ohio, he examined and explored the local bird 

populations, discovering that birds had much the same free spirits and migratory lives as sail-
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ors. And from the 1930s to the early 1970s when he combined his maritime livelihood with his 

birding passion, he made significant scientific contributions to the ornithological world from 

his shipboard perches. 

By the time he became first mate on the J.P. Morgan Jr., with several berths in between, Perk 

could describe the times, places, and participants of flocks of birds traveling over the Great 

Lakes and their connecting rivers.  

His observations included eagles and their nests in the lower St Mary’s River, large heron 

rookery on Stony Island and Grosse Isle in the lower Detroit River. Thousand of gulls and 

terns on the stone dike below Bois Blanc Island in the lower Detroit River. Flights of black 

crowned night herons around the western Lake Erie islands. Large flocks of ducks at St. Clair 

Flats and at Bar Point in the St. Clair and Detroit River. 

By the 1960s-1970s last stages of his career, Perk had earned the position of captain on several 

Pittsburgh Fleet ships, including the Thomas F. Cole, Richard V. Lindabury, and the John W. 

Gates. As his maritime career advanced, 

so did his Floating Forests and bird 

watching and recording skill and contri-

butions to ornithological knowledge. Af-

ter 31 years of impeccable note taking, 

photos, and films, his contributions to or-

nithological knowledge were impressive. 

He identified and named seven migration 

corridors over Lake Superior and many 

more over Lakes Michigan, Erie, and 

Huron and revealed how the Mississippi 

and Atlantic Flyways overlap with the 

Great Lakes Flyways. He described pre-

viously unidentified flight patterns, 

flocks of different bird species migrating 

together, and sighted rare birds where 

they were not supposed to be sighted. He 

described birds at play. 

Perk summed up his maritime ornithological philosophy: “A complete check list of birds seen 

on and from the ship (just one ship, the Benjamin Fairless) totals 190 species…not much com-

pared to lists compiled ashore, but each year we add a few more species to the total. It is the 

constant expectation of seeing something more that makes bird watching so fascinating.” 
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Josephine and Paul Petros 

Ashtabula native Paul Petros loved the lakes from his boy-
hood adventures in Ashtabula Harbor and his time he spent 
sailing on them. He collected and stored anything of historic 
marine value that he felt could be saved from the scrap yard in 
his own house. With his good friends Duff Brace, and Jim 
Hill, he began speaking of his dream for a marine museum for 
Ashtabula, Ohio, believing that a marine museum would pre-
serve a valuable part of Ashtabula’s history for future genera-
tions. 

According to people who knew him, Paul Petros was a quiet unassuming and gen-
tleman. He spent his whole life in Ashtabula Harbor, mostly on Bridge Street, de-
voting much of his time working, raising a family, and striving to keep the Harbor 
prosperous and preserving its history. 

Born on December 28, 1920, Paul was the son of Nazor and Mary Petros who 
came to America from Lebanon in 1899. They settled in the Harbor between the 
area of the Lift Bridge and he East 6th Street Bridge, where they operated a general 
store. They had seven children. Paul’s brother Ferris became a priest in the Roman 
Catholic Diocese of Youngstown. 

In 1925, young Paul Petros graduated from Mother of Sorrows School. That same 
year he received a “gift” of a photograph from the Seamen family who operated 
that St. Charles Hotel down on old Water Street. That first picture did it for Paul. 
Through the efforts of many friends he acquired the largest collection of Ashtabula 
city area photographs, many of which are of old Harbor buildings and early resi-
dents. He made thousands of slides which, when viewed through his presentations, 
vividly illustrated the early beginnings and history of Ashtabula. Paul and his very 
good friend Duff Brace, also a Great Lakes historian, regularly presented historical 
programs using their life-long assemblage of local history and countless photos. 
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For many years Paul 

was the proprietor of 

Paul’s Bar at 1022 

Bridge Street in the 

building his family 

built in the mid 1920’s.  

Paul Petros made daily trips to the Harbor, visiting with proprietors, talking about 

the “good old days” and looking to total resurrection for the Harbor area. “Going 

down to Bridge Street is in my blood. It is a part of my life,” he often said. “I just 

want to see things come to life – to live again.” 

Paul Petros was very active in the Marine Museum Association, one of his pet pro-

jects. Although the going was slow for the committee, Paul’s hopes for an institu-

tion to preserve the past were very much alive and eventually turned into the reali-

ty of the Ashtabula Maritime and Surface Transportation Museum. 

Outside of his family, Paul’s first love was old picture collecting. His closest 

friends, Duff Brace, Tom Vocca and Jim Hill worked with him side by side for 

years helping him assemble his historical collections. The late Bob Fuller was one 

of his closest pals and an untiring worker in this great effort to record the history of 

Ashtabula Harbor and preserve it in a Maritime Museum. 

Paul was married to Josephine (nee Davino) and they had three children and sever-

al grandchildren.  Josephine Petros died in 1985 and Paul Petros died in 1996. 

Paul’s legacy lives on in the pictures, postcards, and slides found in the Ashtabula 

Maritime and Surface Transportation Museum and in the minds and hearts of the 

people whose lives he touched with his passion for the maritime history of 

Ashtabula. 

 

Left to right:   Paul 

Petros, Bill Simonds, 

Bob Garvey, Bob Leng 

and Ned Sherry inspect 

the new sign for the 

Marine Museum. 
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Ashtabula River Anthem 

We think we are free 

As a kayaker 

Paddling to choices. 

But rivers like the Ashtabula 

Coal loader frame 

Buildings poking  

the 

 Sky 

 

Shape our  

paths 

With the cities  

and 

 people  

we inhabit. 

We find free horizons 

Paddling down rivers of choice. 

While seeking the open lake  

waters 

Of possibilities. 
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Conneaut Harbor 
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Constant Conneaut Harbor 

We live a constant Conneaut harbor 

Constantly fingernail hanging from 

The break walls of our lives. 

Dangling over crashing waves 

Homemade by others and ourselves. 

We constantly crave the lighthouse, 

Inward and outwardly basking 

In its comforting glow. 
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Yet ignoring it in the fierce lake storms. 

Like seagulls we fly between our natures 

Devouring the small idea, person, path 

Making raucous rationalizations, 

In one wing beat, predatory, 

The next peaceful 

While our souls 

Soar circles in the sky. 


