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On June 23, Fincantieri Bay Shipbuilding and The 
Interlake Steamship Company hosted a ceremonial 
keel laying Tuesday, celebrating the historic start of 
assembly on the first U.S.-flagged Great Lakes bulk 
carrier built in more than 35 years. 

The keel is the foundation of the ship, and after more 
than nine months of engineering and pre-fabrication 
work of its modular sections by the Fincantieri Bay 
Shipbuilding (FBS) team, the keel was laid within 
the shipyard’s large graving dock in Sturgeon Bay, 
Wisconsin. More than a dozen team members from 
Interlake, along with the shipbuilders of FBS, stood 
in a socially-distanced manner to watch. 

Modern ships are now largely built in a series of pre-
fabricated, complete hull sections rather than being 
built around a single keel. The event recognized the 
keel laying as the first joining of modular components, 
or the lowering of the first modules into place in the 
graving dock. This tradition dates back to the times 
of wooden ships and is said to bring luck to the ship 
during construction as well as the Captain and crew 
later in life. 

During the ceremony, Interlake’s Chairman James R. 
Barker proudly revealed the new vessel would bear 
the name of his son and second-generation leader of 
the Company, Mark W. Barker.

“This ship is more than the steel assembled here by 
Fincantieri Bay Shipbuilding,” said James R. Barker, 
who has led the family-run company for more than 
three decades. “This ship represents Interlake’s 
determination to be an active and responsible 
participant in all aspects of Great Lakes trade.” 

“This ship is being named for my son, Mark W. 
Barker, to recognize the many contributions that 
he has made to the Company, the industry, and to 
our community. In addition, this naming reflects 
the successful management team that he has put 
together,” Barker told the crowd. “Finally, it reflects 
that we are a family company and our commitment 
to staying one.” 

The naming and keel laying also signifies that 
Interlake and Fincantieri Bay Shipbuilding are well 
underway on this historic project. 
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“Our workforce is very proud to construct what will 
become a “homeport ship,” said Fincantieri Bay 
Shipbuilding’s Vice President and General Manager 
Todd Thayse. “This large-scale bulk carrier is being 
built on the Great Lakes and will operate right here 
on the Great Lakes, which creates a sense of local 
and regional pride. Today’s ceremony with Interlake 
and the naming of the vessel really brings this ship 
to life. We are excited and appreciative for Interlake’s 
continued confidence in the quality of our work.”

During the keel laying ceremony, there is a coin-
setting tradition of having the youngest apprentice 
place newly minted silver and gold coins under the 
keel upon which the ship will be constructed. Luke 
and Eli Barker, sons of Mark W. Barker and third-
generation members of the family company, were 
chosen as the symbolic “young apprentices.” The 
brothers collected coins from various Interlake 
officials and tucked them in a bag, which they nailed 
into an oak block upon which the keel was set. 
When the ship is finished, the owners and others are 
presented with the block and coins, with both pieces 
becoming a part of the ships’ artifacts. 

“It is truly amazing to have a ship that is built here 
in Wisconsin and made from steel from Indiana that 
came from iron ore mined in Minnesota with U.S. 
crews, U.S. workers, and U.S. miners all doing this for 
our great Country,” said Interlake’s President Mark 
W. Barker. “This is just an amazing story that I am 
absolutely privileged and so proud to be a part of 
as we continue the long tradition in this Country of 
building, running and operating the U.S. fleet.” 

Led by the Company’s design team of Ian Sharp 
and Eric Helder, the new River-Class, self-unloading 
bulk carrier is believed to be the first ship for U.S. 

Great Lakes service built on the Great Lakes since 
1983. Measuring 639 feet in length (78 feet W, 45 
feet H, 28,000 DWT), the ship will transport raw 
materials such as salt, iron ore, and stone to support 
manufacturing throughout the Great Lakes region. 

The Interlake Steamship Company, Fincantieri Bay 
Shipbuilding and Bay Engineering jointly designed 
the bulk carrier, complete with advanced vessel 
and unloading systems automation. Scheduled 
for completion in spring 2022, the carrier is being 
built by FBS’s nearly 700 skilled trade workers and 
will generate business for partnering contractors, 
vendors and suppliers. Major partners for the 
project include: American Bureau of Shipping (ABS); 
ArcelorMittal, Bay Engineering (BEI); EMD Engines; 
Caterpillar; EMS-Tech, Inc.; Lufkin (a GE Company), 
Kongsberg and MacGregor.

Eli & Luke Barker with silver and gold pieces 
for the traditional coin-setting ceremony.





After attending “a really nerdy engineering camp” the summer before her senior year of high school, Amelia Ott 
knew she had found the blueprint for her career: she was going to design and build boats.

Growing up only miles from the coast of Lake Michigan and among a family of engineers, Amelia says she was 
excited to learn that she could combine her strengths in math and science to earn a degree in naval architecture and 
marine engineering.

“We were at the lake all the time and camping at Ludington State Park,” says Amelia, age 30. “Then finding out at 
the camp that there was such a professional engineering field dedicated to being on the water and being around the 
water seemed like a pretty perfect fit.”

She earned her degree from the University of Michigan in 2012 and started working at Fincantieri Bay Shipbuilding 
immediately after graduation. 

“I did an internship here at Fincantieri Bay Shipbuilding the summer between my junior and senior year of college,” 
she says. “They ended up giving a full time offer prior to graduation, and then I started here just a couple of weeks 
after.”

Fast forward eight years later, Amelia is now the program manager for Interlake’s new build, the 639-foot M/V Mark 
W. Barker. 

We chatted with her about the project and what it’s like managing it day to day at the shipyard. 

How does it feel being the shipyard lead on this new ship, the first one built on the Great Lakes in more than 35 
years? 

Amelia Ott: It still feels a little surreal. I’m definitely honored to be leading the Bay Ship team here and building it. 
It’s really cool to be able to be a leader of it, but also let our production guys shine and be proud of the work that 
they’re putting out there. It’s neat to be able to go out to our community and say, “Hey, you know, I built that boat.
You see that section right there, I got to weld that up.” 

Even if we were walking through the grocery store, you hear people talking about the things going on at the shipyard. 
In my head, I’m thinking, it’s really cool to hear people talk about a project that I’m so intimately involved with. 

What’s a typical day in the life of being the program manager?

Amelia Ott: I would say chaos coordinator is definitely an accurate description. 

It’s a typical combination of the meetings that we all love. From the shipyard side, we are looking at our budgets, 
performance metrics, and of course schedule. I’m always trying to get out in the yard for, at the very least, a quick 
look through, to check in and make sure there aren’t any problems, and verifying status of completion compared to 
schedule, things like that. 
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I’m constantly talking with engineering and helping to resolve any of the issues that perhaps production has run in 
to that weren’t noticed in the design prior to things being issued out. Talking with literally every department in the 
yard on almost a daily basis and making sure that our major equipment are on track for delivery, every department 
within production day in and day out, is what I do. I make sure the fabrication of the units is on schedule and our 
materials are here to build the units. 

At a high level, how do you actually build a ship of this size? 

Amelia Ott: I like to describe it as like a giant Lego set, where we’re building all these little blocks and then we piece 
the blocks together in the dock. That’s how I describe it when I talk to people who aren’t in the industry.

How do you start the building process? 

Amelia Ott: We start with the mid body of the boat, which is the most simple, with repeated units over and over 
again – basically the whole section of the boat where the sidewalls are straight up and down, straight forward to aft 
with no curvature in the boat at all through there. We design that first and get that out for fabrication. Then, when 
those repeated units are being built, we’re able to work on the development of the stern and the whole engine room 
area, which is fairly well complete now and we’re building those units. 

Where are things at now, at the end of summer? 

Amelia Ott: Now engineering has moved on to finalizing the bow structure because those units will be going into 
fabrication here, come late fall/early winter. Then beyond structure, there’s all the outfitting, the electrical systems, 
machinery, all the ballast pipe, fuel pipe, you know, everything that goes along with the piping systems, equipment 
foundations and things like that – all of those get designed after the structure gets done. 

Our primary goal is to have these structural units outfitted with the piping systems and electrical foundations and 
all of that before they even leave the shop. 

You juggle a lot! And you’re married to a Door County Sheriff Deputy and you have a little 4-year-old daughter. 
What does she think about mom’s job?

Amelia Ott: She absolutely loves it. She thinks it’s so cool. We can actually hear the shipyard whistle from our house 
so she always says “It’s mama’s cranes!”. Every time we drive over any of the bridges in town, you can see at least a 
few of the big ships, she is always pointing them out and saying “Mommy, you gotta go to work and build your boat”. 
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Meet Denise Furlan, a long-time agent serving the 
south end of Lake Michigan where for 44 years she’s 
kept tabs on the shipping traffic along the Calumet 
River in the west to as far east as Burns Harbor.

At 77, Furlan continues to manage the agency work 
that includes ArcelorMittal’s busy steel mills in 
Indiana Harbor and says she has no plans of slowing 
down.

“My kids try to tell me to retire and I said, ‘Why? 
So I can sit in this house and stare at four walls? 
No thank you!’,” says Furlan, who acts as a liaison 
among ship owners, local port authorities, terminals 
and supply/service companies. “I enjoy it too much 
even after all these years.”

Furlan got her start in the maritime industry as a 
teen, working for her uncle who owned Calumet 
Marine Market supplying groceries and supplies to 
all the ships and managing agency work. 

“It was a family thing. I worked there. My mother 
worked there, my sister, my brother, cousins – you 
couldn’t get away from family,” says Furlan, who 
lives in Monee with her husband, Frank, of 58 years. 

When her uncle retired, Furlan stepped up to take 
over the business. Several years later, she decided 
to add “driver” to list of services she would provide 
when she learned of an unfortunate cab situation 
involving a female sailor trying to get to a dock. 

“The cab service in Chicago is horrendous, always 
has been,” she says. “You can call for a cab at two in 
the afternoon and you’re lucky if they got there by 
six in the evening.”

MEET DENISE FURLAN 
AGENT & DRIVER IN CHICAGO

Fast forward 38 years, and she is still transporting 
sailors, mostly mariners with Interlake, to and from 
Indiana Harbor and Burns Harbor to Midway to 
O’Hare airports and downtown Chicago bus stations.

“We have even driven to the Soo, Marquette and 
Ohio to pick up to deliver crew members,” she 
says. A stroke two years ago robbed Furlan of the 
sight in her left eye and now her daughter, Karen, 
drives while she rides shotgun navigating security 
and confusing steel mills with a feisty, well-earned 
confidence.   

“My Chevy Suburban was the talk of the crew 
because it had so many miles on it,” she chuckles. 
“It had more than 550,000 miles on it. And I loved 
it because I could carry more people and have more 
room for luggage.”

Furlan says she never worried about her safety, 
driving at all hours of the day and night, to deliver 
mariners to their desired destinations. 

“My sister-in-law used to holler at my husband every 
time she would hear me going to a boat. ‘Why are you 
allowing her to go be with these drunken sailors’,” 
said Furlan. She balked at the tired stereotype. “I 
told her ‘Now wait a minute, I am safer with those 
men then you are going to a grocery store!’.”

When she’s not working, she enjoys baking, reading, 
crocheting, and being best buddies with her 10-year-
old grandson Jason. 

“I am still here and I still get a paycheck,” she says. 
“I hope to be around for a while.”



CREW SPOTLIGHT: RON WILSON
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From his East Coast starts cleaning fish bait buckets for charters and working aboard Seastreak ferries in New 
Jersey, Ron Wilson walked onto an Interlake freighter five years ago and now often leads a crew of deckhands on 
one of the largest ships on the Great Lakes.

“To be honest with you, I had no idea there were these giant ships on these giant lakes – boats 
the size of the Empire State building,” Wilson says with a laugh. “I’m like that can’t be real, and low and behold it’s 
a reality. It’s definitely cool.”

Wilson debunks the notion of a gruff sailor. Often smiling and laughing, the 28-year-old says he tries to promote 
positivity among his fellow sailors and particularly as relief bosun running the deck crew on our 1,004-foot M/V 
Mesabi Miner this season.

He grew up in Maplewood, New Jersey, with his mom and sister. They moved to Atlantic Highlands when he was 12 
for better opportunities. 

“We went from the city type life to the beach life feel,” he says. 

As a teen, Wilson started making extra cash cleaning bait buckets from charter fishing trips. It was during this 
time that he met and impressed Jack Bevins, now the Vice President of Seastreak, which operates a fleet of fast 
passenger ferries and is a related company to Interlake.

“Then one day Jack pulled up and I was skateboarding with my friends and he said ‘Ronnie, what are you doing?’ 
And I said ‘Just hanging out with my boys’ and he said ‘You got to come to my office and start work’. That’s how it 
happened; just like that,” Wilson says. “I didn’t really know anything about boats and I hadn’t been really thinking of 
it as a career.”

Then 18, Wilson joined Seastreak as a deckhand and worked there for the next eight years during which time he 
started to pursue his goal of joining the U.S. Navy’s Construction Battalion as a Seabee. But a four-year wait for that 
position derailed his plans. 
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His bosses at Seastreak had a better idea. If Wilson really wanted to make a career on the water, he should consider 
becoming a merchant mariner and joining Interlake. And he did just that, climbing the ladder onto the M/V Hon. 
James L. Oberstar in November 2015 and signing on as an Ordinary Seaman. 

“You gotta like to work. You become a creature of routine. Everything out here has been done before, everything 
out here has been stamped,” he says. “If you have a good work ethic, you’ll really shine out here and people will 
notice that. People will see that. Honestly, I don’t know if I could get this same experience out of another job. There’s 
nothing like it.” 

By June 2017, Wilson earned his license as an Able-Bodied Seaman, logging enough days at sea and passing an 
exam. 

“The best parts about being a sailor are really learning and bettering yourself,” he says. “Learning how the ship 
operates, how to be a good shipmate and situational awareness. Everything is potentially dangerous out here so 
you’re always trying to be safe.” 

The toughest part about sailing Wilson says, is just what you would expect: being away from home and family and 
friends. 

“I tell every new guy that that this isn’t a job, this is a lifestyle. Once you accept, you’ll be okay,” he says. “It’s a 
sacrifice that we make and, you know, it definitely pays off.”

The 2020 season has been a year of challenges and important highlights for Wilson. He recently got engaged to a 
young woman from the Netherlands who he met when she was an au pair in Duluth, Minn. He also bought his first 
house in Charlotte, North Carolina. 

“Despite everything being so like crappy in the world, I feel like I’m in my own little bubble out here and everything 
is just great,” he says. “This job has brought more good things than I could ever possibly imagine.” 

Ron proudly shows off his AB ticket in June 2017.



COVID-19 & HOW WE’VE RESPONDED 
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Just as the nation was shutting down to slow the spread of COVID-19 in March, our Interlake fleet was fitting out for 
the 2020-2021 shipping season. 

Not only was the timing especially challenging to navigate, but the widespread uncertainty associated with a first-ev-
er shutdown also forced everyone into unchartered territory. We knew that we need to work quickly and smartly to 
develop our plans.



12

First, we needed to ensure that our nearly 200 
sailors – who live all over the country -- were able to 
travel safely to lay up ports all over the Great Lakes in 
order to get them underway and start delivering the 
iron ore, stone, coal, and salt to keep the American 
economy moving.  This was challenging as some 
of them were coming from areas that had a higher 
percentage of community spread than others. We 
maintained frequent communication with sailors 
preparing to return to their vessels, making sure that 
they were taking all of the necessary precautions to 
avoid exposure in the days and weeks leading up to 
their return to their vessels.

We also had to simultaneously develop critical 
COVID-19 procedures and policies to protect our 
mariners as they executed our company’s essential 
role in delivering these vital cargoes around the 
Lakes. 

We worked closely with the Lake Carriers’ 
Association (LCA) to create and implement a 
response plan. We secured proper PPE (personal 
protective equipment) from the U.S. Maritime 
Administration (MARAD). We talked at length with 
the senior leadership aboard and instituted new 
safety and sanitation guidelines. We worked through 
disruptions in the supply chain to ensure deliveries 
of masks, respirators, and cleaning materials such 
as Lysol wipes and hand sanitizer to our ships. We 
restricted visitors, only allowing crucial service 
people aboard for repairs. We also suspended all 
unnecessary interaction between our crews and 
the “outside world,” so to speak, limiting contact 
between vessel personnel and those onshore. That 
translated into everything from contactless delivery 
and grocery drop-offs to not handling lines at the 
Soo Locks. 

When essential personnel have been required 
aboard, they’ve had to follow strict guidelines that 
help protect the safety of our crews. We asked our 
crews to remain on board to limit the exposure and 
potential to bring any unwanted germs back to 
the vessel. This has not come without sacrifice, as 
families often visit while the vessel is in port. 

Due to the nature of our operations, the maritime 
industry is, in many ways, ideal for social distancing 
and contactless procedures. Our interactions with 
docks, vendors, security, and other vessels generally 
occur electronically, over the radio, or on the phone. 
This has allowed us to continue business as usual, as 
much as possible.  

We have worked through necessary crew changes 
by encouraging new sailors reporting to the vessel 
to self-isolate as much as possible before returning 
to the ship and in their first two weeks back aboard 
the ship.

In typical fashion, our industry came together 
through LCA in the early stages, pooling resources 
to come up with a consistent plan even among 
competitors. We shared our challenges and lessons 
learned through what started as daily calls and 
multiple emails a day as new restrictions and 
guidelines were being published by CDC, USCG, 
and numerous government agencies. The daily 
calls have turned into weekly emails for updates of 
what appears to be the new normal now and for the 
foreseeable future. 

Perhaps the most significant assistance has come 
from our crews. With their cooperation, support 
and professionalism, our mariners have remained 
safe and healthy during these uncertain times.  A 
good mariner is able to adapt and overcome many 
challenges. The 2020 sailing season is another 
testament to Interlake’s fleet of exemplary mariners, 
who are the best in the business. 
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MILESTONES 

George Yaniga 
has been promoted to 
relief captain. He has 
been relieving on our 
M/V Stewart J. Cort this 
season. 

Vince Hagman 
has been promoted to 
relief captain. He has 
been relieving on our 
M/V Herbert C. Jackson 
this season. 

PROMOTIONS 

Dave Guay
retired in June, 44 years 
to the date when he 
first signed on as an 
assistant engineer. Guay 
was the Chief Engineer 
on our M/V Mesabi 
Miner since 2001. 

Paula Rauch  
retired in June after 
46 years of service, 
first starting work 
for Pickands Mather. 
She was the Payroll 
Coordinator. 

RETIREMENTS  

Drew Leonardi 
retired in June, after 
a combined 27 years 
of service – 20 sailing 
and the last seven in 
the office as a Fleet 
Engineer. 

Eric Bono   
retired in August after more than one stint with 
Interlake, the most recent being 17 years. Bono was 
First Mate on our M/V Hon. James L. Oberstar.

Daniel William Culligan  died unexpectedly, with his beloved dog, Stella, by his side, on 
Sunday, January 26, 2020 in Mesa, Arizona, at the age of 73.

Dan was born on December 9, 1946 in Ashland, Wisconsin to Roland and Marion 
Culligan and preceded in death by both parents, brothers Robert, Mike and Rollie, 
sisters Katherine and Wilma, and wife Jean Culligan.

Dan graduated from Ashland High School in 1965, worked at the Paper Mill, and later 
went on to obtain his Merchant Marine card.  He worked 40 years sailing the Great 
Lakes with The Interlake Steamship Company, retiring in 2009 at age 63.  Dan enjoyed 
golfing, 4-wheeling, Brewers and Packers games.

There was a Memorial Celebration of Life held on Friday, July 24, 2020, in Ashland, WI. 

DEATHS  
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Meet Leo Carpenter, a Lego naval architect, with his creation 
he insists is the M/V James R. Barker - the ship with the 
coolest horn on the Great Lakes, he says.

“Most kids want to build a Lego space ship,” says dad 
Patrick Carpenter, adding that he and his sons watch You 
Tube videos of the ships often.

The Carpenters live in Wyoming, Minn., and have made a 
couple trips to the Twin Ports to freighter watch.

“(In July) we got a chance to see the M/V Stewart J. Cort 
come into Superior, (Wis.),” he says. “He and my youngest 
boy, Benjamin, 4, were very excited.”

You never know what a 5-year-old will end up doing, but for 
now he sure loves the “big ships”, says dad.

“Thank you for giving my child the opportunity to dream,” he says. “Maybe some day he’ll sail out of Duluth on an 
Interlake Steamship.”

FEATURES

On July 30, Interlake President Mark W. Barker was featured on the Port of Cleveland’s podcast series “Great Lakes 
Forward”. During this episode, entitled “The Great Lakes: Where We Live, Work & Play”, Mark discussed the unique 
role of carriers, like The Interlake Steamship Company, on the Great Lakes and the critical role they are playing 
worldwide in delivering necessary goods and materials. You can listen to the discussion at greatlakesforward.com

Our Mission, Vision and 
Values are at the core of 
what we do every day, on 
land or on water. We proudly 
feature them in the lobby 
of our corporate offices in 
Cleveland and in prominent 
places aboard our vessels.
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BAM! (BACON, APPLE, MAPLE) 
PANCAKES  

PANCAKES 
3 cups of flour

3 tablespoons of baking powder

1 tablespoon salt 

¼ cup white or brown sugar (she used brown 

sugar in this recipe)

3 eggs 

2 1/2 cups buttermilk

½ cup melted butter

1 tablespoon vanilla

BAM
2 pounds bacon, diced  

2 apples, diced  

3 tablespoons maple syrup 

MAPLE GLAZE 
2 cups powdered sugar 

3-4 tablespoons milk

1 teaspoon maple extract

1.  Mix together the ingredients for the pancakes or

    use your favorite boxed mix. 

2.  Peel and grate an apple and add it to the pancake

     mix with a dash of cinnamon and nutmeg.

3.  Saute diced bacon with cubed apples and a little

     maple syrup, until cooked. 

4.  Cook pancakes on the grill. 

5.  Mix up glaze combining powdered sugar, milk, 

     and maple extract to a syrup consistency, adding

     more sugar or milk as necesssary.

6.  Top warm pancakes with apple-bacon mixture 

     and a generous drizzle of the maple glaze.

This short stack is the creation of Chief Steward Sissy Payment, inspired by BAM donuts 
from Knaebe’s Apple Farm & Ciderworks in Rogers City. 
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For three weeks this season, father-daughter duo Randy Klump and Christi Klump-Harlan dominated the galley of 
our M/V Herbert C. Jackson, feeding the crew of nearly two dozen.

Randy, Chief Steward, and Christi, Second Cook, say the time working and sailing together was an unforgettable 
experience.

“I thoroughly enjoyed working with Christi!” says Randy, 68. He has worked for Interlake for about 10 years and has 
cooked aboard vessels since 1987. “I hope I get the chance to do it again. I’m so proud of her. She made quite the 
transition from funeral director to baker and she did it like a pro!”

Christi joined the Interlake family fleet in June 2019 after her career switch which she made because she needed 
something more “lighthearted”.

“Working out on the freighters was a way for me to not only pursue baking, but also to feel free, like I was getting 
away from it all,” says Christi, 26. “Sailing with my Papa was an experience that I never thought would happen and 
I’ll surely remember it for the rest of my life.”

Christi’s husband, Michael Harlan, 27, also joined the Interlake fleet in October 2019 as a Second Cook.

“Having my husband sailing as well is honestly fun,” she says. “We both understand what goes into this lifestyle and 
know all the same people out here. It’s funny, being apart feels like it brought us closer.”

ALL IN THE FAMILY FLEET
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