




Lake Superior Magazine wins Gold
The Minnesota Magazine and 

Publications Association recently 
awarded a Gold 
for Overall Excel-
lence to Lake Su-
perior Magazine 
in the category of 
General Interest 
Magazine with a 
circulation less than 60,000. In the 
same competition, the magazine 
also won Gold for the best how-to 
article  (“Winterizing Your Body”) 
and Gold for best technical article 
(“Get a Job Here.)” The magazine 
also received a rare Gold award 
from the International Regional 
Magazine Association.
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The 21st annual “Gales of November” event in Duluth provided two 
days of fascinating exhibits, tours and top-notch programs on a host of 
maritime topics. The event kicked off on Nov. 7 with a joint luncheon at 
Grandma’s Sports Garden of event sponsors, the Lake Superior Marine 
Museum Association (LSMMA) and the Duluth-Superior Propeller Club. 

Gregg Ruhl, director of sales, marketing and traffic for Key Lakes/
Great Lakes Fleet, spoke to a sold-out crowd on “The Great Lakes Today: 
Market for U.S. Flag Bulk Commodity Vessel Transportation.”  

“Gales” attendees attended a presentation on “Navigating through 
the Stars” at the UMD planetarium, toured the U.S. Coast Guard Cutter 
Alder, visited exhibits and listened to as many as 20 different workshop 
presenters. The second day’s featured luncheon speaker was Frank 
Ongaro, executive director of Mining Minnesota,  which supports 
responsible and sustainable non-ferrous mining development. 

The event wrapped up with a silent auction and the drawing of the 
winners’ names in the “Cruise of a Lifetime” Raffle: Rodella LaFreniere 
of Saginaw, Minn., and Kathy and Don Grundman of Lake City, Minn. 
These two fundraisers brought in more than $23,000 to help support the 
LSMMA and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Lake Superior Maritime 
Visitor Center in Duluth.  

Organizers of “Gales” are most grateful for the sponsorships of: Lake 
Superior Magazine, Grandma’s Restaurant Company, Midwest Energy 
Resources Company, Allouez Marine Supply Inc., Fraser Shipyards, 
Hallett Dock Company, Murphy Oil Corporation, M&I Bank, Northern 
Lights Books, Canal Park Business Association, Inter City Oil and Great 
Lakes Fleet. 

Gott’s arrival marks season’s end
The 2008-2009 Twin Ports navi-

gation season, which began on 
March 19, 2008, with the departure 
of the Mesabi Miner, ended on Janu-
ary 16 with the arrival of the Edwin 
H. Gott. Other lasts of the season:
n Last saltwater vessel in: Tatjana, 

December 17, 2008.
n Last saltwater vessel out: Beluga 

Revolution, December 19, 2008.
n Last laker out: Atlantic Huron, 

January 12, 2009.

Cold weather in December and January 
brought ice to the Twin Ports. The Coast 
Guard cutter Alder and her crew were tireless 
companions of commercial vessels in the 
closing weeks of the shipping season. 
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Strong start yields to overall tonnage* decline 

The slumping global economy caught up with Great Lakes shipping 
and the Twin Ports late in the 2008-2009 season. After a robust start that 
saw Duluth-Superior running ahead of last year, shipments of iron ore 
pellets fell off to 18.4 million tons, down seven percent from the previous 
year. Grain fell, too — by 61.2 percent — to 1.2 million tons. Thus, despite 
a record year for coal and a solid year for project cargoes such as wind 
turbine components and oil sands equipment, the Twin Ports’ overall 
season total was 45.6 million tons. That represented a 4.6 percent decline 
from the 2007-2008 season. Coal, thanks to a record-setting year at 
Midwest Energy (see Page 12), was up 6.3 percent to 22,094,365 tons.

A total of 1,126 vessels called on Duluth-Superior; 69 of them were 
ocean-going ships, fewer than half the number of the season before.

Overall traffic in the St. Lawrence Seaway dropped, too, by 5.35 
percent. The waterway carried 40.7 tons of cargo, down from just more 
than 43 million tons the year before.                               *reported in short tons

‘Gales’ nets $23,000 for Maritime Visitor Center
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Gil Porter, on board the Woodrush. 

By Davis Helberg

“Stay between the buoys, fell-
ers,” says Dick Bibby as he 

and his two pals enter the parking 
lot outside a Duluth restaurant. 
“Keep a lotta water under ’er.”

“Oh, good,” says Gil Porter, roll-
ing his eyes but grinning broadly. 
“Let’s talk nautical.”

Wes Harkins chuckles and heads 
toward his car. He’s heard this be-
fore, and he will hear it again, 
probably within a few days.

And when they next meet 
— socially or at the Duluth-Su-
perior Harbor Club, the Twin 
Ports Propeller Club, the lo-
cal lodge of the International 
Ship Masters’ Association, 
the Duluth-Superior Power 
Squadron or every Friday at 
ROMEOs (Retired Old Men 
Eating Out) — they will swap 
more stories of their lives and 
times in the maritime industry.

They do that a lot. When you 
spend nearly 70 years on or around 
ships, there are a lot of stories to 
tell. Moreover, because these guys 
pay daily attention to the shipping 
business, there’s nearly always 
something new to discuss, debate, 
deplore, marvel at, laugh about.

For three men well into their 80s 
(Harkins was born in 1921, Bibby 
in 1922, Porter in 1923), they are 
remarkably keen of wit, still sought 
out for benefit of their experience, 
wisdom and insight.

Known and admired from             
Duluth to Buffalo, they are called 
“The Big Three” by some. Others 

say they’re “The Ancient Mariners.” 
Bibby, whose bottom-of-the-barrel 
baritone made Charlton Heston 
sound like a soprano, says they’re 
“The Three Musky Steers.”

Although they didn’t meet until 
well into their careers, they share a 
powerful connection: World War II. 
It’s a frequent topic of conversation. 
But there’s so much more, starting 
with their mutual experiences 

in and respect for Great Lakes 
shipping. 

Only Harkins is a Duluth native. 
He joined the Navy in 1940 and got 
his sea legs that fall aboard the train-
ing vessel Paducah on a trip from 
Chicago to New York City. He was 
a deck watch officer and communi-
cations officer in the Pacific during 
World War II and was recalled to ac-
tive duty during the Korean War.

Following World War II, Harkins 
made a name for himself as marine 
editor of Duluth’s Skillings’ Mining 
Review. In 1959, he joined Fraser 
Shipyards in Superior as public and 
industrial relations director, a post 

he held until retirement, in 1983. 
He capped his career with eight 
years as shipkeeper of the John 
Sherwin and other Interlake Steam-
ship Co. vessels in Duluth-Superior. 
Also widely known for his marine 
photography, Harkins was elected 
to the Great Lakes Marine Hall of 
Fame in Sault Ste. Marie, Mich., in 
2002.

Although Harkins and Porter 
would eventually discover 
that they were aboard ships 
in the same anchorage in 
Pearl Harbor when the 
Japanese surrendered in 
1945, they didn’t meet until 
Porter was captain of the 
Coast Guard Cutter Wood-
rush (1959-63) in Duluth-
Superior.

“Gil had taken it upon 
himself to allow Woodrush 
crewmembers to bring 
their families aboard when 

they broke ice in the spring, and he 
needed extra life jackets,” Harkins 
said. “He came to the shipyard 
himself to borrow some. We had 
a lot of ships in the yard, so he 
and I rounded up enough vests for 
his needs. I was impressed by his 
consideration for the crew.”

Harkins also admired Porter’s 
shiphandling skills when Porter 
brought the Woodrush into How-
ard’s Pocket to break ice and “al-
ways turned it around inside ...all 
the other guys always backed out.”

Shiphandling would become an 
art for Porter. Born in Rochester, 
N.Y., and raised in Montreal, he 

For the Ancient Mariners, always another tale to tell

Ri
ch

ar
d 

D.
 B

ib
by

14    North Star Port

Mag92860.indd   14 2/12/09   12:35:31 PM



The ‘Big Three,’ plus one: From left, Dick Bibby, Davis Helberg, Gil 
Porter and Wes Harkins.

enlisted in the Coast Guard in 1941. 
Besides serving in the Atlantic 
and Caribbean during World War 
II (plus the trip to the Pacific at 
the end of the war), he completed 
officers’ candidate school at the 
Coast Guard Academy in New 
London, Conn. Upon retiring as a 
Coast Guard commander in 1965 
(his last assignment was as captain 
of the port in San Francisco), he 
moved to Duluth and became a pilot 
aboard oceangoing ships in Lakes 
Superior, Huron and Michigan and 
the St. Marys River.

With the late Jack Saun-
ders, Porter also co-founded 
a Lake Carriers’ Association 
navigation school in Duluth 
in 1965. They ran the school 
every winter until 1981 and 
produced scores of Great 
Lakes ship officers.

 “My greatest sense of 
accomplishment,” Porter 
says. “Something I never an-
ticipated at the time, but it’s 
been a real joy to see how 
many of those guys became suc-
cessful. And it led to many friend-
ships over the years.” 

After retiring as a pilot in 1977 
and working as a cargo surveyor, 
Porter established a niche business 
in marine compass adjusting — a 
service he continues to perform at 
age 85.

Bibby, whose boyhood years 
were in Detroit and Pittsburgh, 
became a Great Lakes seafarer in 
1939 and spent most of World War 
II as a mate aboard merchant ships 
on the high seas. He was in war 
zone convoys in both the Atlantic 
and Pacific, survived the storied 

Murmansk Run and made trips 
to the Middle East, including the 
Persian Gulf, and for two years was 
in the North Atlantic/Caribbean 
trade.

He returned to the lakes in 1946 
and joined the management staff of 
Cleveland’s M.A. Hanna Co. He was 
appointed the Hanna fleet’s vessel 
and ore agent in Duluth-Superior 
in 1956 and served in that capac-
ity until retiring in 1982. (Harkins 
says Bibby “had more friends in the 
Great Lakes than anyone I know.”)

Like Harkins, Bibby nearly al-
ways carried a camera on the wa-
terfront, but while Harkins special-
ized in industrial and ship photos, 
Bibby’s lens was often trained on 
people and events. These days, he 
typically arrives at lunch with an 
armload of old photos and maga-
zines that evoke countless tales 
from “back in the day.”

At a recent lunch, Bibby was 
asked if he had met Harkins prior 
to moving to Duluth in 1956.

“Yes, long before,” Bibby said. 
“It was all because Wes wrote those 
absolutely marvelous marine col-
umns for Skillings’ Mining Review. 

That column was so darn good — 
and Wes was also the best marine 
photographer on the Great Lakes 
— that the manager of our marine 
department said, ‘We are going to 
get Skillings’ for every one of our of-
ficers, all the mates and engineers.’ 
So we got subscriptions for all our 
guys, based on the strength of that 
great column.

“Wes and I used to talk on the 
phone or write to one another from 
time to time. The first time we met 
was at a restaurant on Cleveland’s 

West Side; one of us had to 
wear a red tie so we could 
find each other.”

Bibby and Porter aren’t 
sure when they met, but it 
was after Porter became 
a pilot, in 1965. The event 
that cemented their rela-
tionship was a trip they 
made to Nova Scotia in 
1986 when Porter acquired 
a 38-foot “lobster boat,” the 
Compass Rose.

Each has his own views 
about why their alliance has stayed 
so strong for so long. Bibby said 
he has “tremendous admiration” 
for Porter and Harkins and their 
accomplishments. Porter said 
“there’s no phoniness, no facades 
in my relationship with Dick and 
Wes.” Harkins referred to how 
Bibby and Porter (whose wife, 
Helen, died in 2002) helped him 
“get through each day” after his 
wife, Vivian, died in 2005.

“If a guy has two or three really 
good friends in his life,” Bibby said, 
“he’s blessed.”

Davis Helberg is the retired executive director 
of the Duluth Seaway Port Authority.
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