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principles in the operation of vessels and their connection to vertically integrated 
companies only increased as other firms such as Andrew Carnegie’s Oliver Mining 
Company and its Pittsburgh Steamship Company, the Hanna Mining Company, 
and Pickands, Mather Company also expanded rapidly.11 These house fleets drew 
on the resources of corporations that owned mines, steel mills, railroads, and 
loading facilities to go with the ships that moved their ore. 

The 1901 formation of United States Steel created a giant, vertically integrated 
corporation that combined multiple fleets into the reorganized Pittsburgh 
Steamship Company, making it the largest on the Great Lakes. The vessels of these 
fleets took first priority for cargoes and only utilized independent fleets to make 
up for any shortfalls in tonnage. Some independent fleets rapidly replaced their 
wooden tonnage. By 1908, one of them, the Gilchrist Transportation Company of 
Cleveland, had the second largest collection of steel ships on the Lakes. Gilchrist 
Transportation, however, owned no mines, docks, mills, or railroads making it 
reliant on external contracts for ore, coal, and grain as markets dictated unlike 
house fleets that simply tied up when demand declined. This also meant that 
any economic downturns or labour disruptions made fleets like Gilchrist fiscally 
vulnerable.12

The Welfare Plan

Recognizing the difficulties unionization posed to its members, the Lake 
Carriers’ moved to assist their members by offering an alternative system to the 
unions. Initially devised in 1901 as the Lake Carriers’ Beneficial Association 
(renamed the Welfare Plan in 1907) it consisted of a series of interlocking policies 
designed to prevent labour organizing and provide for sailor welfare.13 The plan 
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