


that he proposed to take a small hand at least in
vessel towing,” a Duluth newspaper reported on
June 13. “Yesterday he had one of his tugs in the
harbor and solicited vessel towing. He has things
about ready to make a hustle and of course Capt.
Inman will stay with him.”23

The war quickly escalated. Soon Inman and
Singer tugs were racing onto the lake to solicit
business from approaching steamers. Competition
was so keen that two tugs once raced each other
for two hours to reach a vessel. Often these races
cost more in burned coal than the fees received
for towing.24

The war dragged on until September 1, when
matters took a grim turn. Inman’s Pathfinder and
Singer’s Medina were jockeying for the chance to
tow the steamer Joliet. At the last minute the
Pathfinder tried to cut off the Medina, but the
tugs collided and the Pathfinder overturned.
Three men managed to jump free, but a fourth
hesitated and went down with the boat. Federal
inspectors revoked the licenses of the tugs’ mas-
ters, but the war raged on.25

Inman’s problems continued that fall when a
bitter gale caught several of his tugs on Lake
Superior as they returned from an unsuccessful
salvage job. The Pearl B. Campbell disappeared
with four men aboard. The year’s only bright spot
was the birth of daughter Mary.26

In an effort to end the costly battle in early
1896, Inman and Singer revealed they had pri-
vately arranged to share tows and set fees. In
addition, a weakened Inman had agreed to oper-
ate only seven tugs so Singer could have more of
the market. “Captain Singer and myself, after a
season of hard fighting, in which we both lost con-
siderable money, signed an agreement last fall,
which was to last for all time, by which we agreed
to divide the business and maintain reasonable
rates for towing. I will try to stick to it, and I think
he will do the same,” Inman said.27

The move angered vessel owners, who did not
like the higher fees or Inman’s decision to reduce
his fleet. Some owners hinted they would provide
their own tugs in Duluth. This pressure prompted
Inman to scuttle the deal, so the war dragged on
throughout 1896, and both sides continued to lose

money. That fall, dozens of unpaid bills for coal
and several mortgages on tugs and equipment
came due. Inman had no choice but to declare
bankruptcy.

Proceedings revealed that the commodore
was $171,000 in debt. Banks and private lenders
held mortgages on virtually all of his vessels, many
of them mortgaged for far more than their
appraised value. Even his former wife held a
$9,500 lien on the J. L. Williams from their
divorce settlement.28

Just as the loss of his company seemed immi-
nent, Inman was rescued by Augustus B. Wolvin
and George A. Tomlinson, prominent Duluth ves-
sel operators. These men paid Inman’s debts and
bought the best of his tugs. The pair was said to
“have a high appreciation of the commodore as a
hustler for vessel towing while, possibly, they have
not as great an admiration for his financial tal-
ents.”29

In the spring of 1897, the newly organized
Inman Tug Company incorporated. Among the
five people elected to the board of directors were
Inman and Melville H. Wardwell, vice-president
of Clyde Iron Company in Duluth. Inman was
back in business, thanks to Wolvin, Tomlinson,
and Wardwell, but their involvement proved a
dubious blessing.30

Appointed general manager, Inman ran the
fleet consisting of the Record, J. L. Williams,
M. D. Carrington, L. L. Lyon, A. C. Adams,
Edward fiske, Bob Anderson, Pathfinder, Buffalo,
and Effie L. The company also chartered the new
tug B. B. Inman from its builder. With towing and
salvage the line’s mainstays, the war with Singer
continued through 1897 and 1898. A third compa-
ny, the Chicago-based Barry Line, joined the
competition to complicate matters further.31

T
he beginning of the end of the Inman Tug
Company came in 1899. Powerful vessel
owners had been frustrated for years with
the delays and expenses their boats encoun-
tered at many ports because of inadequate
tugs, strikes by crewmen, or hefty increases
in towing fees. In response, the owners qui-

etly began organizing the Great Lakes Towing

23 News Tribune, June 13, 1895.
24 Evening Herald, June 14, Aug. 13, 1895, Mar. 12, 1904; Duluth Commonwealth, June 15, July 1, 1895. 
25 Evening Herald, Sept. 4, 7, and News Tribune, Sept. 2—all 1895.
26 Evening Herald, Oct. 2, 1897; News Tribune, Dec. 16, 1895.
27 Detroit Free Press, Jan. 26, 1896, clipping, scrapbook, Inman Papers.
28 Evening Herald, Jan. 23, 1897.
29 News Tribune, Dec. 24, 1896. 
30 Evening Herald, Apr. 4, 1897.
31 Evening Herald, Apr. 4, 5, 6, 1897; News Tribune, May 14, 1897.
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Company to provide consistent service at major
ports. Among those involved was Wolvin. Acting
unofficially on behalf of Great Lakes Towing
before it was formally organized, he discreetly
bought up tugs and docks and held them in
trusteeship for the new company. It gradually
became clear to Inman that one of Wolvin’s first
moves had been to gain control of the Inman Tug
Company two years earlier.32

When Great Lakes Towing finally incorporat-
ed in 1899, Wolvin won election as second vice-
president, Wardwell became secretary, and Tom-

32 Alexander C. Meakin, G—The Story of the Great Lakes Towing Company (Vermilion, Ohio: Great Lakes
Historical Society, 1984), 2–7; Bills of sale of vessels from Walter H. Singer to A. B. Wolvin, trustee, Aug. 14, 1899,
Army Corps of Engineers Collection, Canal Park Marine Museum, Duluth.

33 Meakin, G, 2–7; Bills of Sale . . . Singer to Wolvin; News Tribune, June 1, 1900; Evening Herald, June 1, 1900.

linson emerged as a key stockholder. With them in
control of Inman Tug, the commodore could do
nothing to block sale of the line he had nurtured
for 14 years. Great Lakes Towing combined his
tugs with Singer’s fleet, which it had also pur-
chased, and incorporated the tugs as a subsidiary,
Union Towing and Wrecking Company. An embit-
tered Inman stayed on as manager for a year, until
he lost his job in a minor dispute over whether to
tow a shipowner’s vessels with one tug or two.33

The turn of the century found the 51-year-old
Inman out of work and short of cash. He and May

Inman tugs J. L. Williams and Buffalo unsuccessfully fighting a fire aboard the steamer Winslow, 1891   
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34 Evening Herald, Aug. 14, 1900.
35 The icebreaker is described in U.S. Patent 593,664. See also, Evening Herald, Mar. 20, 1897, and extensive cor-

respondence in the Inman Papers.
36 Frank Kirby to Inman, Feb. 26, 1897; Alexander McVittie, Detroit Drydock Company, to Inman, Jan. 29, 1899—

both in Inman Papers.
37 “Biography.” 

had spent most of his profits on entertainment,
business trips, and May’s journeys to florida and
Bermuda each winter to escape Duluth’s bitter
cold. Inman’s only hope lay with the two tugs he
still controlled. For a time he used the sidewheel-
er E. T. Carrington to ferry excursionists and put
the W. B. Castle to work carrying lumber-camp
supplies and towing logs from camps to sawmills.
Early in 1901, this plan fell apart when both ves-
sels had to be sold to pay liens against them.34

F
aced with uncertain prospects yet wanting to
move on, Inman turned his full attention to
an ambitious project he had begun four years
earlier. Based on his experience as captain of
the Kasota, Inman had designed a steamer
that he believed would sail through ice more
efficiently than existing vessels. His patents

for an icebreaking boat, registered in November
1897, called for a powerful vessel with a bulbous
bow below the waterline that would smash ice
from underneath and push it up and away from
the steamer’s path. The vessel’s widest point
would be at its bow, instead of amidship, enabling

the vessel to slip through the broken ice with
reduced friction on its hull.35

Noted Great Lakes marine architect Frank
Kirby endorsed Inman’s plan. Indeed, Kirby’s em-
ployer, the Detroit Drydock Company, was eager
to build the steamers if financial backers could be
found.36 Inman promoted his design widely, and it
received rave reviews from vesselmen and news-
papers in cities including Chicago, Detroit, and
Montreal. If his design worked, it would revolu-
tionize Great Lakes shipping, for instead of an
April-to-December season, vessels could operate
all year free from the tyranny of ice. For patent-
holder Inman, a success would mean thousands of
dollars in royalties for every boat built.

For a time Inman believed himself on the
verge of closing deals with several companies to
build vessels based on his design. To tide him over
financially, he took a job in the spring of 1901 as a
substitute captain for the Pittsburgh Steamship
Company, which was rapidly expanding to serve
the needs of the new U.S. Steel Corporation.
Inman got his job with the help of his old friend—
and nemesis—Wolvin, now manager of the fleet.37

Inman’s 1897 patent for an icebreaking boat featuring a bow that projected beneath the waterline. Modern
freighters use a similar design for reduced water resistance and increased speed. 
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In his new position, Inman became master of
the biggest steamers on the lakes. The Kasota had
been 247 feet long, but now he was sailing giants
like the 400-foot James Watt and the 450-foot
Cornell. Handling the bigger vessels seemed no
problem, but the long separations from his wife
and daughter and their financial insecurity
weighed heavily upon him. “I am feeling well but
do miss you and Mary so much,” he wrote his wife
from the Cornell. “Take good care of yourself and
I will get started at something before long that
will put us in good shape to live again.”38

Inman’s return to sailing aggravated May’s fear
that he would be lost in a shipwreck, a real con-
cern when major storms regularly claimed vessels.
Sometimes she put up a brave front, but the old
fear showed through: “I was rather alarmed yes-
terday when I read of the wreck of a two-stacked
boat off Eagle Harbor Monday morning,” she
wrote in September 1901, “but [I] suppose your
slow old boat could not have been that far in 12
hours, a fact I was glad of, but now I would give a
great deal to know where you are—you are con-
stantly in my mind and I know your trip is not
being pleasant.”39

Inman sought to assure his wife that he was
prudent, as he did when his steamer, the James
Watt, was the last boat sailing up Lake Huron in
December. “We . . . will be alone, but we have lots
of fuel and provisions and we will take our time
and only go when it is absolutely safe, so don’t
worry about me.”40

After a long season, Inman returned home to
some good news. Although his icebreaker project
was going nowhere, he had been promoted to
assistant superintendent of Pittsburgh Steamship.
That winter he, May, and Mary moved to
Milwaukee, where Inman was to supervise repairs
being made to several vessels laid up there.41

The spring of 1902 found Inman in Sault
Ste. Marie, Michigan, supervising the fleet’s oper-
ations. The shipping season was uneventful, and
its end meant that he again would winter in
Milwaukee to watch over repairs. When the tem-
perature plunged, May and Mary departed for
florida while Inman took up residence in a hotel.

Inman had to spend most days outdoors,
tramping from boat to boat to oversee the work.
“I have been very busy . . . looking over the
boats,” he wrote to May that winter, “so you see I
have got no snap this winter. I will have to go to
Chicago every week until spring, as there is 15
boats there, and we are to do lots of repair work.
But that is what I want so the time won’t drag, for
I am so lonesome without my dear ones. But if
you both can only gain down there and come
home to me in the spring in good shape, I won’t
care.”42

The hectic pace took its toll on 53-year-old
Inman. Late in January he became ill, but despite
a lingering cold, he kept working. On
February 11, he relented and spent the day in
bed. After some badgering by the hotel’s propri-
etor, he agreed to see a doctor, who diagnosed
him with pneumonia, well advanced. Inman did
not consider his illness serious and refused to con-
tact his brother Hiram. But his condition quickly
worsened, and on February 14, the proprietor
summoned Hiram by telegram. It was too late.
Inman died February 15, 1903, before Hiram
could get to Milwaukee and only a few hours after
May had learned he was ill.43

May and her daughter had Inman’s body
brought back to Duluth and laid to rest in Forest
Hill Cemetery. They lived in a Duluth boarding-
house for a year, taking in laundry and sewing.
Hiram, who worked for Union Towing, did little
for them beyond buying a few parcels of land that
his brother had owned. The icebreakers that were
going to make so much money remained unbuilt,
and May and Mary moved to Oregon to start a
new life.44

When Inman died, the news ran on the front
page of the Milwaukee Sentinel, but in Duluth,
where he had lived and worked for years, his pass-
ing barely made the newspapers. The tugboat
empire he tried to build had been swallowed by
Great Lakes Towing, and the boats and fleets he
handled in the 1890s were being displaced by big-
ger boats and bigger fleets. In a city rushing to
embrace the future, no one wanted to look back
and remember someone who had failed.

38 Byron to May Inman, Sept. 26, 1901, Inman Papers.
39 May to Byron Inman, Sept. 18, 1901, Inman Papers.
40 Byron to May Inman, Dec. 18, 1901, Inman Papers.
41 Here and below, “Biography.” 
42 Byron to May Inman, no date, Inman Papers.
43 Milwaukee Sentinel, Feb. 17, 1903.
44 Mary Inman White to St. Louis County Historical Society, Feb. 19, 1955, Inman Papers.

The photos and drawing are from the Northeast Minnesota Historical Center, Duluth. 
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