STEVE MEYER

BY PATRICK LAPINSKI

It was the early 1970s when Steve
Meyer, a young red-headed kid just out of
high school, ook a job on one of the many
steamers that ran in and owt of Cleveland.
Meyer's pervasive curiosity about lile led
him to the boats, and to his hrst job on the
Great Lakes as a coal passer
Those who have worked with Meyer
any length of time, know nothing is as sim
ple as it appears on the surface. He is a crit-
ical thinker and has always been able 1o
deline what he sees and experiences at a
deep level. His thoughts about his career
and the industry he serves are insightful

Meyer's [irst job was on the 420-foot
bulk lreighter Joe 5. Morrow, a ship enter
ing its seventh decade on the Great Lakes,
In Lakes’ parlance, the Morow was known
as a “hand-bomber,” a ship where coal was
hand shoveled into the furnaces, a scene
you'd expect 1o encounter only in the bow-
els of the Titanic. By the start of his career,
coal passers were becoming an anomaly,
the position having been eliminated on
most ships; the laborer's lunction replaced
by automated stoker systems

Every moming on my way down to the
engine room, | would see the Chiel Engj
neer, a somewhat old guy from West Vir-
ginia,” Meyer said. “He would say, ‘Hey
Red, you gonna give me some steam today
Red? Are you going 1o give me some
steam?’ Every day he would say that.”

In the hierarchy of the ship's engine
room, the coal passer was at the bottom ol
a list ol unskilled positions. “1 was one ol
the last of the hand-bombers in the early
70s." Meyer said. “Nobody really wanted
that job.”

Because ol the difliculty in finding men
willing 1o [ill jobs in the “black hole,”
Meyer was soon working as a temporary
fireman on his coal passer ticker. It was
an equally dirty and arduous job, but one

that demanded a bit more skill in bank
ing the fires in the furnace 1o keep the
sleam pressure up

Meyer lasted about 100 days before he
quit the Morrow. He doesn't regret leaving
the ship, but is thankful for the experience
looking at it today as a piece of history he

was part o
“I was right on the cusp ol
that historical change.’

said, "so | was in touch with
carly industnalism so to
speak

With no real ties 10 the
land, Meyer continued sailing
on the Lakes, working for
shor spells on a number ol
ships in the somewhat whim
sical world of the unlicensed
mariner. In addition to his ex
perience on the Lakes, Meyer

Steve Mever

Lo pertorm your job com

petently is quite broad. You
are required to be able 1o
do a lot of things and be-

cause it is a special kind of
environment, you acquire
quite a lew skills that are
specilic 1o the ship

With his return 10 the
Lakes, Mever concentrated
on moving up from his
non-licensed status to a
higher level within the In
terlake family of ships. He

also sailed deep-sea for a time
sampling the culiures of Nonh
Alrica, East Africa and South
America from the decks ol
tramp steamers

Following a hiatus away
[rom the maritime industry
during the 1980s, he returmed
to the Great Lakes in 1990
rededicating his life to sailing
Mever quickly noticed the
changes that had taken place
duning his absence, much of it
resuliant from the recession of
the steel industry in the early 1980s

I'he contraction of the industry and
upgrading of the ships had led 1o reduc
tions in crew and a narrowing of 1l
availability of work on the Lakes, he said
The days when transient, unskilled lahor-
ers could easily find work on the boats was
The steamship companies began
locusing on the management of employ-

Over

ees as highly-skilled resources, with an
emphasis on building cooperative, leam
based environmenis aboard the ships. An
imporiant factor in changing this paradigm
meant the removal of alcohol and drug use
from the ships.

Modern shipping requires a huge in-
vestment in technology, The transition from
a relatively unskilled sailor 1o a licensed
officer is a more difficult path to pursue
tocay than it was a generation ago lor some-
one coming through the hawse pipe, as
Meyer has done

As you move up to the upper levels
whether you are an Engineer, a Mate or
Captain, the amournt of skill that is required

works as either a

One of the paradoxes he  Third or Second Mate, de-
finds interesting in his
career is the juxtaposition
between the technology-
laden modern ship, the
technically advanced steasl
milling industry and the
relatively unchanged
handling of bulk materials
needed to support the
steel industry.

pending upon the avail
ability of positions open
during any given season
Additionally, he holds a
Second Mate Ocean i
cense, a rank that requires
a lot of training
I'm taking courses in

every aspect of the marine
environment, whether it is
meteorology or stability, a
lot of cargo handling and
MANALCITIENL 1|,1'.||'\-u"-|.1||'5.;11]'| |'|I|"'|."\. 1O inter
act with the crew,” Meyer said about the
rigorous curriculum

One of the paradoxes he finds inter
esting in his career is the juxtaposition be
tween the technology-laden modem ship,
the technically advanced steel milling in-

dustry and the relatively unchanged han

dling of bulk materials needed 1o suppon
the steel industry

“Sometimes it is awesome in its dark-
ness,” said Mever, describing his encoun
ters with many steel mill destinations,
places that have “the feel and the smell of
these huge metal looming surfaces and
shooting lames and buming ofl vapors. It
is awesome in its un-loveliness.”

Since 1990, Meyer has been “having
e Interlake
Steamship Company. This vear, as a Third

ing

lunch” as an employee of

Mate low on

seniority list in a

season slowed by the low demand for ste

he has only worked for about a month
Like many others, he looks ahead to
better days |
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