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The 2022 Ashtabula Maritime and Surface Transportation 

Season Has Steamed Into Port! 

 
Duff Brace, (background) and Herman Carnegie, museum pioneers,  explore the 

wonders of the Museum Pilothouse shortly after the Museum opened in the 1980s. 

Come and explore the same pilot house in the 2020s. 

The Ashtabula Maritime and Surface Transporation Museum opened for the season 

on Friday, May 28th and we will be open until last week in September. 

Come and enjoy our ship models, railroad exhibits, and their backstories. Learn the 

story of an Ashtabula Titanic survivor, and view the miniature precision tools and 

Hulett models, just a small portion of the creations of talented Ashtabula native 

Warner Pearson. Follow the stories of the USS Ashtabula and the Car Ferry 

Ashtabula, as well as the investigating the Ashtabula Train Disaster and its tragic 



aftermath at the Ashtabula Train Disaster Exhibit. Ship models, railroad exhibits, a 

panorama of Woodland Beach Park, a Pittsburgh Steamship Company exhibit- 

these are just a few of the museum attractions. Our gift shop offers a variety of tee 

shirts, lighthouses, cups, jewelry, and other maritime treasures. 

And now, our renovated second floor library is open.  Climbing the stairs to the 

second floor is good exercise and you will be rewarded with books, pictures, 

collections from Ashtabula families, and charts and documents to read and enjoy. 

 We are also reviving a former program which in the past was called Steamboaters 

where predominantly Pittsburgh Steamship captains met monthly to recall their 

experiences and yarn a bit.  We want to expand the idea and the program to include 

anyone with maritime stories pertinent to Ashtabula County. We would love to 

hear from former and present dockworkers, mechanics, harbor residents, their 

families and co workers . We want to interview you and preserve your experiences. 

Please come up and talk to us and expore our library.  It is still a work in progress, 

but it is progressing, and we welcome your input and ideas! 

 

Just One of The Way Cool Pictures at the Museum, Upstairs and 

Downstairs! 

 

High Level Bridge, Ashtabula, Ohio 



Pursuing A Picture 

 

 

(Left to Right) Pittsburgh Steamship Company Captains Robert W. Parsons, Ralph 

Heagerty, John Paul Perkins, Peter C. Kelley, and Willis “Sandy” Syfert. 

 

It started with a telephone call from Florida. Retired Captain Mike Kelley asked if 

we would be interested in the contents of a box of his Father Peter Cornelius 

Kelly’s mementos from his career as a Captain on Pittsburgh Steamship Company 

ships. Mike probably had to hold the receiver away from his ear to escape our 

excited yes!!   

When the box from Florida arrived, ironically enough in a January snow storm, we 

opened a treasure trove of pictures, documents, flags, and other historical finds. 

The above picture, one of many in the box, has a historical saga of its own.  



Someone, possibly Captain Kelley, had identified all of the mariners in the 

photograph, except Captain Parsons. He had placed a question mark under the 

picture of Captain Parsons. 

With the help of Retired Captain David Beckwith, a museum volunteer, we 

managed to research the stories of the five captains and 99 and 44/100 percent 

positively identify Captain Parsons. We will feature a profile of each of them in 

future issues.  

Profile of Captain Sandy Syfert 

By Retired Captain David Beckwith 

He can best be summed up as the quintessential Hawse Pipe Captain. He learned 

his trade by starting at the bottom as a deckhand and worked his way up through 

the AB ratings then as 3rd, 2nd, 1st Mate and then Captain. All the men of his era 

climbed the ladder this way. Not all remembered how they started out when they 

arrived at the top. Sandy represented the positive aspects of this progression. As 

Skipper, he was always willing to teach a crew member any assignment they were 

not familiar with.  

 

He was the best Wheeling instructor I ever had. He would assist a young Bos'n 

splicing a mooring cable, hands on with the marlin spike. He was such a good 

cable splicer, a crowd would always gather when he was in action at this task. His 

splices were flawless. He taught me to wheel when I was an ordinary deck watch. 

He even let me take the wheel backing out the Cuyahoga River before I got my AB 

ticket.  

 

One of my duties as deck watch was to keep the pilot house coffee pot full. It was 

not uncommon for me to go to the pilot house with water for the coffee pot and see 

"The Old Man" on the wheel with the Mate in the window and the Wheelsman 

back in the galley having a coffee break. There was always a grin on his face.  

 

He mastered being " one of the guys;” yet everyone knew who was in charge. He 

was an excellent ship handler to boot.  

 

Sandy's love of card games was unequalled. Poker topped the list. In fact it was 

common after being up 12 to 15 hours in the rivers, he would be ready for a few 

hours of poker. If there were not enough men around for a good game, he would 

wake up a few of the regulars. No one ever complained. If he could not fill the 

table in the dunnage room for poker, he would find someone for cribbage, canasta 



or any rummy game. That broad grin, sporting a huge cigar and a handful of cards 

was Capt. Syfert at his leisure. He was also a regular at the bowling alleys in 

Duluth and Two Harbors. I am told he was an excellent bowler.  

 

Captain Sandy Syfert was truly a Master Mariner and master at dealing with his 

crew. He urged me early on in my career to strive toward getting a license and 

encouraged me every step of the way.  

 Before moving to Conneaut, he was from a farm in Silver Creek, New York. 

  

 

0 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Next Issue:  Captain Peter C. Kelley) 

 

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 eighteen local 



churches. A 70-voice A Cappella Choir from Conneaut High School 

provided background music for the program. 

 At The Museum: The Joseph Thompson 

Come see a panoramic picture of the Joseph Thompson in our Museum Library 

and learn about its fascinating history. 

 

 The Joseph Thompson’s Past and Present Lives  

 

 

Few modern crafts can boast more widely scattered journeys or ports of call than 

the war-scarred Marine Robin, forerunner of the longest ship on the Great Lakes. 

The 5,400 Marine Robin was commissioned a troop carrier of the War 

Administration’s fleet in April 1944 and was sailed by the Grace Line. Her maiden 

voyage carried American troops from Newport News to Bremen, and for three 

months she moved soldiers from North Africa to southern France and following D 

Day, she brought 1,500 German prisoners of war to the states. She was a frequent 

visitor to Oran, LeHavre, Naples, Southampton, Marseilles and Mediterranean 



ports. On October 5, 1945, the Marine Robin passed through the Suez Canal to the 

Pacific theater. In continuous military service to August 1946, her log included the 

Hawaiian Islands, Japan, the Philippines and a repatriation trip to return German 

Nationals from western China. She was finally retired and joined the “mothball 

fleet” in the James River. 

One last, uncharted voyage remained for the Marine Robin, her transformation into 

an even greater ship the third longest American commercial craft afloat and easily 

the largest ship on fresh water. It is this epochal transformation as new Queen of 

the Great Lakes” that is pictured here. 

 

Birthplace of a New Lakes Carrier 

A new freshwater ship was conceived.  

The Handsand Steamship Company purchased the Marine Robin from the U.S. 

Maritime Administration for freshwater service. Weeks of night and day planning 

followed her removal from mothballs for conversation for Great Lakes service 

under the joint ownership of Hanna Coal and Oil Corporation, Wheeling Steel 

Corporation and the Sand Products Company. The J.J. Henry Company, Naval 

Architects, was engaged to plan the revamping and the Maryland Dry Dock 

Company to handle the actual work in the Company’s huge Baltimore shipyards as 

well as the overall engineering planning so essential to a new ship.  

Second phase of construction was the building of a new mid-section and a new 

bow in the Ingalls Shipbuilding Yards at Pascagoula, Mississippi. Third phase was 

the joining of the new mid-section with the revamped stern in the Baltimore yards 

of this old and new hull to her new bow and the final outfitting in the Calumet 

River yards of the American Shipbuilding Company near Chicago.  

Because of her great length, the new ship named after the president of the M.A. 

Hanna company, had to be towed up the Mississippi River in two sections – a 

thrilling epic of ingenuity, planning, and craftsmanship.  

Marine Architects and Engineers Never Take “No” for an 

Answer 



Conversion of a saltwater vessel to the peculiar requirements of fresh water is not 

only difficult but extremely complicated. Once the design and plans are on paper, 

all the know-how, ingenuity and ability of America’s greatest shipyards were 

called upon to build a ship within a rigid time schedule. Salvaging operations, 

transportation, the time and sequence of operations, construction of new sections 

and their subsequent welding to existing structures necessitated a 24-hour around-

the-clock job for many months. 

1. The first step in dismantling the old ship was “pulling the turbines” and 

other equipment for inspection and testing. 

2. All of the wartime superstructure was removed by the Maryland Drydock 

dismantlers before the old hull could be cut in half 

3. The huge pontoons were floated into drydock where they were welded to the 

after-section. 

4. Severed from the hull, the Marine Robin’s old bow section was floated from 

drydock for salvaging. 

5. The new midsection arrived in Baltimore to be joined to the after-section. 

6. The new mid-section in drydock was joined to the revamped stern. The false 

bow aided in the long tow ahead and the prefabricated pilot house on deck 

7. Work having been completed by Maryland Drydock, one of the Moran tugs 

started the new hull on her way from Baltimore. Much of the gear and some 

of her superstructure have stowed on and below deck. 

 

Laying the Keels for the New Midsection and 

Bow 

 
An Army of Ship Workers 

 

A veritable army of workers in every craft known to shipbuilding was needed to 

complete the various components of the new ship. Architects, inspectors, contact 

men, expediters, engineers. Shipwrights, carpenters, electricians, hull-men, 

riveters, steamfitters, plumbers and dozens of other specialists. Working ‘round the 

clock in both Baltimore and Pascagoula, these crews rapidly gave shape to the new 

hull on a schedule that was extremely tight from start to finish, 

 



1. Around-the-clock-work took place at the yards of the Ingalls 

Shipbuilding Company in Pascagoula, Mississippi. 

2. The keel was laid for the new mid-section in Ingall’s 

Pascagoula yards. 

3. A veritable beehive of activity took place in Pascagoula, 

Mississippi, showing construction of the new mid-section. 

4. A huge gantry crane lowered steel plates into place for the new 

mid-section. 

5. The new mid-section was launched in Pascagoula. This 212-

foot section was then towed separately up the Mississippi to 

Chicago to be joined to the after-section. 

 

Basic Design of the Joseph H. Thompson, Longest of the 

New Long Boats 

 

The inboard profile and deck plan of the Joseph H Thompson earned her the title of 

the longest ship on the Great Lakes. The new “Queen of the Great Lakes” was 714-

feet, one ¼ inches long, seventy-one feet, six inches wide and had a molded depth 

of thirty-eight feet, six inches. She was powered by a 9,000-horsepower steam 

turbine and had a capacity of 18,500 gross tons at a 24-foot draft. 

 

The Joseph H. Thompson was jointly owned by Hanna Coal and Ore Corporation, 

Sand Products Corporation, and the Wheeling Steel Corporation. She was operated 

as a unit of the Hanna fleet. 

 

1,300 Miles Up the Mississippi River 

Thick weather throughout the Louisiana-Mississippi portion of the trip slowed the 

start of the long 1,300-mile trek as puffing tugs nosed the half-ship into the river. 

The departures from New Orleans of the combined mid and after section attracted 

crowds of spectators. The spectators gasped as the new bow section part of the 

heavy barge tow started the separate trip up the Mississippi from Pascagoula. 



At Lockport, Illinois, the tugs of the Great Lakes Towing Company took over for 

the last leg of the journey. From New Orleans north, the tow of the Joseph H. 

Thompson was also “up” in elevation- the rise of the Mississippi, Illinois and 

Chicago rivers leading to 580 feet above sea level. 

In New Orleans, the American Barge Lines took over from the Moran Towing and 

Transportation Company which had towed the stern from Baltimore. Up the 

winding “Father of Waters,” the half-ship was flanked on both sides by loaded 

barges. At Lockport, Illinois, she had covered over 1,300 miles, passed under more 

than 150 bridges and through seven locks in an epic of marine transportation. Only 

the final lap through busy Chicago remained before the work of joining the two 

sections would be started by the American Shipbuilding Company. 

Craft Clears Chicago Canal on Final Lap 

Slips Through City at Night to Prevent Rail-Street Tie-ups 

To avoid congestion of the city’s street, river and railroad traffic, the two sections 

of the Joseph H. Thompson slipped quietly through downtown Chicago. Windy 

City night owls, however, blinked in amazement as first the bow-section and then 

the longer after-section glided at a snail’s pace beneath bridge after bridge through 

the twisting Chicago Canal, 

Provided by a government launch, the bow section clears two of Chicago’s any 

street bridges. Curious downtown spectators watched the Thompson as she passed 

beneath the 1,300-mile Michigan Avenue bridge near the Wrigley Building. The 

huge drydock in South Chicago was the last lap of the journey. 

The huge stern section passed through a quiet section on her way to the American 

Shipbuilding yard on the Calumet River. The bow section, minus forecastle and 

other topside equipment glided through Chicago’s Industrial South Side on its way 

to be joined to the stern of the Joseph H. Thompson. 

 

American Shipbuilding Joins the Two Sections 

The arrival of the two sections in the American Shipbuilding yard in the Calumet 

River unleased a beehive of activity. All stored parts and prefabricated units were 

removed from the two sections of the hull Outfitters immediately went to work in 



the forecastle and in the crew’s and officer’s quarters. Then the two huge hull 

sections were floated into the drydock and carefully lined up for joining, 

The American Shipbuilding Company’s huge drydock in South Chicago was one 

of the two on the Great Lakes large enough to take both sections of the Joseph H. 

Thompson. The two sections of the Thompson are tied up in the Calumet River 

prior to entering the drydock to be joined as a single ship. The giant stern of the 

Thompson dwarfed the drydock workmen setting the keel-blocks in place before 

the final welding operation. 

Hoisting the lower segment of the enormous stack onto the afterdeck had to be 

completed before the stern went into drydock. Completely outfitted, the 

wheelhouse is lowered into place on the fire-deck of the Joseph B. Thompson. 

Final task was inspecting the huge nine thousand horsepower turbine which 

powered the Joseph H. Thompson 

Many craftsmen who made up a shipyard bent to the final effort. Electricians 

spliced the pre-laid conduits and plumbers connected the piping between the two 

halves. The stack was welded to the afterdeck and the turbine, boilers, main shaft 

and forecastle were reinstalled. In a final ‘round the clock schedule, the finishing 

touches were applied to create an entirely new ship- a new Queen of the Great 

Lakes. 

Comfortable Quarters and Good Meals for Crew 

Every possible convenience for the comfort and well-being of the crew was 

included on the Joseph H Thompson. In no case were more than two men quartered 

in a bedroom, and each room was equipped with large single beds, built-in-writing 

desks, dressers and ample closet space. In addition to a special locker room with 

showers, each bedroom featured a connected bath. 

For off-duty hours, the large crew lounge was equipped with radio, television and 

card tables and comfortable chairs, 

The Joseph H. Thompson’s stainless-steel kitchen came to be the envy of any 

American housewife. Its appliances and equipment included a large deep freeze, 

refrigerator, dishwasher, mixer, garbage disposal unit, potato peeler, twin electric 

ranges and a meat preparation room. 

Completely finished in stainless steel, the modern galley contained every-known 

convenience for the most varied bill of fare. Twenty or more people could be 



seated at once in the crew’s dining room. Not more than two men shared a 

bedroom, each bedroom having an adjoining bath.  

 

 

 

The Skipper 

 

 

Captain Robert F. Leng of Ashtabula is a Hanna veteran, starting with the fleet in 

1909 as a wheelsman. Working his way up through the ranks he first served as 

Master of the Madge in 1935, became a regular Captain the following year. 

He has skippered the Labelle, George R. Fink, John C Williams, Albert E Heekin 

and the E.T. Weir before taking command of the Joseph H. Thompson.  



 

 

 

 

The Chief Engineer 

Chief Engineer Walter R Johnson began his career with the Hanna Fleet in 1916 as 

an oiler aboard the Quincy A. Shaw. Like Captain Leng, he came up through the 

ranks and was appointed Chief Engineer in 1940 and has served in that capacity on 

many other Hanna ships. 

 

 

 


