
A WEST POINT Christmas Story 
 
 

~ Introduction ~ 
 

A few weeks before Christmas in 2008, Claude Williams, President of the USS WEST POINT 
Reunion Association, received the following message via the “Contact Us” feature of the 
organization’s web site:  
 
“My name is Megan Curtis.  My grandfather, Charles Steuer, served on the USS West Point 
during World War II. The reason I am contacting you is regarding a Christmas present.  My 
grandfather is 87, and he has everything he wants/needs, but is in declining health. Instead of a 
materialistic gift this year, I am hoping to bring back his fond memories of his service.  Everyday 
he proudly wears his USS West Point cap. I would love to honor him with an incredible gift this 
year.   I am asking you for any ideas, photos you may have for purchase, etc. Anything would be 
much appreciated.  Thank you for your time.” 
 
Claude immediately and happily went to “action stations” and quickly responded to Megan. In 
parallel, he solicited the assistance of Bill Lee, the WEST POINT’s historian. 
 

Thus began… A WEST POINT Christmas Story 
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Follow-up communications by both Claude and Bill with “Grandpa’s” thoughtful 
granddaughter yielded further information about his service as a member of the WEST 
POINT’s crew. Known to his shipmates as Charlie, he was in the Engineering Division; 
serving from sometime in late 1942/early 1943 until he left the ship in February, 1946. 
 
With that information in hand, a 
wealth of memorabilia was quickly 
assembled and provided at no cost to 
Megan. She combined a few of the 
items provided with some of her 
Grandpa’s tangible memories (which 
she surreptitiously ‘borrowed’ while 
he was away from home for medical 
treatments) in a large shadow box. 
Other items provided for his 
granddaughter’s use, including much 
detailed information about the WEST 
POINT’s machinery spaces, were 
placed in an album for him. 
 

Megan also had a treasured American 
flag that belongs to her Grandpa 
suitably framed. As a result, Christmas 
Day, 2008, was one of the best ever, 
according to Charlie Steuer, as his 
family and his faithful companion, 
Kristie, shared his joy.  
 
Before that happy holiday, he had been 
unaware of the existence of the USS 
WEST POINT Reunion Association. 
He was further delighted to receive a 
complimentary membership, a copy of 
the latest issue of The Pointer’s Pup 
and a WEST POINT lapel pin. 

 
Charlie Steuer, like millions of other members of The Greatest Generation, served his 
country during World War II without reservation or regret. Born in Dayton, Ohio on May 
10, 1922, he attended local public schools, including a high school level trade school. In 
1940, he entered an apprenticeship with the Frigidaire Division of General Motors in his 
home town. 
 
By August, 1942, he felt the need to answer his nation’s call to arms and enlisted in the 
Navy. Following boot camp at Great Lakes, he was sent to Kansas for four months to 
learn about operating and maintaining naval machinery. Thus, he was one of those rare 
individuals whose prior civilian experience was matched up with his military assignment!  
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Sometime in early 1943, when the WEST 
POINT was briefly in San Francisco, he 
became a member of her crew. When 
asked of his first impression of the ship, 
he exclaimed: “I didn’t know they made 
anything that big that could float!” 
 
Charlie’s normal watch and work location, 
and his General Quarters station were in 
the engine room, well below the ship’s 
waterline. But, he claims that possibly 
perilous position never bothered him.  

 
Neither did the heat of the machinery 
spaces, he says, which he remembers as 
being “only 110-115 degrees F”. 
Fortunately, for him and his shipmates, 
Newport News Shipbuilding’s designers 
had thoughtfully provided forced air 
ventilation outlets overhead at every 
watch station in the engine room. 
 
Over time, he achieved the rank of 
Machinist’s Mate, First Class (MM1) 
and became qualified as a throttle man, 
responsible for responding to orders from 
the ship’s bridge to increase, decrease, 
stop or reverse engines, upon telegraphic 
or verbal command. 
 

AP-23’s propulsion control board was, to any non-nautical novice, a bewildering array of 
hand wheels, gages and other devices. But to Charlie, for three years, it was ‘home’. 
 
In addition to being a throttle man, Charlie also participated in routine and not-so-routine 
maintenance of the ship’s complex machinery. The WEST POINT was often in port just 
long enough to unload and load again for her next mission. Consequently, shipyard 
overhaul periods were a rarity, and many tasks that normally would have been performed 
by skilled shipbuilders were undertaken by Charlie and his equally skilled ship mates 
while AP-23 was zigzagging at sea. 
 
The ship’s design included what were obliquely referred to as ‘certain defense features’. 
In the machinery spaces, that meant lots of redundancy for vital equipment. For example, 
the WEST POINT was capable of running at flank speed on five of her six boilers. So, it 
was quite common for the crew to shut down one boiler while underway, and do heavy-
duty work on the idle unit that normally would have only been attempted in a repair yard. 
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During his tour of duty onboard WEST POINT, Charlie only had the opportunity for two 
shore leaves of any appreciable duration. But Charlie Steuer made the most of one of 
those occasions. Before enlisting in the Navy, a cousin of Charlie’s had introduced him to 
a lovely young lady named Dorothy Schalnat. They only had five dates before Charlie 
went off to war, but they promised to write one another.  
 
And write, and write often they did. After 
the exchange of numerous letters, their 
friendship grew into something much 
more than a casual acquaintance. In 
August of 1945, while home on a rare 
seven-day leave, Charlie proposed to 
Dorothy and presented her with an 
engagement ring. They were married on 
the 29th of that same month and enjoyed 
opening wedding presents in the presence 
of family and friends. All too soon, 
Charlie had to leave his bride and return to 
duty on the WEST POINT.  
 
When the war ended in September of 1945, Charlie had enough ‘points’ to qualify for 
immediate discharge, but he was declared ‘essential’ and remained onboard the WEST 
POINT for several more months while she transported thousands of servicemen from 
Europe and the South Pacific back to America.  
 
On February 13, 1946, just a couple of weeks before his ship was decommissioned and 
returned to civilian life, Charlie and a large contingent of his shipmates were detached 
from the ship at her berth at the Norfolk Navy Yard, Portsmouth, Virginia. The ship’s 
deck log laconically records this significant event in the life of “Steuer, C. W., MM1” at 
1400 hours as follows: “Pursuant to the orders of the Commanding Officer, U.S.S. WEST 
POINT, the following named men were transferred with hammocks, bags, records and 
transfer papers to NOB, Norfolk, Virginia for further transfer for discharge:”   
 

Steuer then returned to Dayton to his old job. When he 
resumed work at Frigidaire, Charlie was told that his service 
experience would suffice, and that he need not resume his 
interrupted apprenticeship. Instead, he was made a 
journeyman (i.e., a first class mechanic) and assigned to the 
toolmaker’s department. It wasn’t long before he was put in 
charge of the entire department.   
 
By the time he retired in 1983 to subsequently enjoy many 
leisurely rounds of golf in a suburb of Dayton; Charlie 
Steuer had advanced to the position of Director, 
Manufacturing Services. Three departments reported to him, 
totaling 135 craftsmen. 
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Dorothy and Charlie were blessed with two sons; Tom and 
Joseph. The boy on the left in this vintage photo, circa 1956, 
is Megan Curtis’ father. After 58 years of marriage, Dorothy 
passed away in December 2003.  
 
Fortunately, his two sons live nearby, constantly check on 
him and ‘try’ to tell him what to do. Anyone who has cared 
for parents of The Greatest Generation will understand why 
the word ‘try’ appears within quotations in the last sentence! 
Charlie Steuer has not set foot on the deck of a ship since 
1946. But recently, he had the opportunity to make one of the 
most satisfying journeys of his life.  
 
He flew to Washington, DC with other World War II veterans to see ‘their’ memorial; all 
courtesy of a dedicated, non-profit and private group called Honor Flight.  Just before he 
was scheduled to go to DC, Charlie had to have a triple-bypass operation.  
 

Reluctantly, he contacted the organization to advise them 
that he could not make the trip. Anyone who knows very 
much about that organization can guess what happened 
next. They simply would not take ‘no’ for an answer. 
Charlie was provided with a Guardian and a volunteer 
doctor kept an eye on him and others with medical 
conditions throughout the trip. What would have been an 
impossible trip, otherwise, was made relatively easy. 

 
These days, Charlie Steuer often reminisces about his days in the service, and even more 
often he thinks about shipmates, and wonder whatever happened to them all. Thanks to 
his granddaughter, he will now have the opportunity as a member of the USS WEST 
POINT Reunion Association to read about them in future issues of The Pointer’s Pup, to 
perhaps track a few of them down and then to relive their mutual great adventure through 
the telling and retelling of sea stories. 
 
Merry Christmas, Charlie, and may you have many more!!! 
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  ~ Postscript ~ 
 

Neither Claude nor I resemble Santa’s elves. Nevertheless, we were thrilled to act in that role and 
be a small part of creating a very memorable Christmas for a USS WEST POINT crewmember.   
 
On Christmas Day, 2008, we wondered how successful Megan had been. Days later we learned 
that she had completely surprised her Grandpa. A good start towards success of her own, for the 
next month she entered a training program to become a member of our nation’s Secret Service. 
 
A follow-up telephone interview with Charlie Steuer to gather information to create ‘the rest of 
this story’ was very enjoyable for me. He has a strong voice, a far-better-than-average memory of 
decades-old events, and a fondness for the ship that equals or may even exceed my own. 
 
Like so many such stories that I research, this one contained an unexpected bonus – learning of 
his happy Honor Flight experience. Their mission is inspiring: The Honor Flight organization 
exists solely to honor America's veterans for all their service and sacrifices. The group transports 
World War II veterans at no cost to our heroes to Washington, D.C. to visit their memorials.  
 

 
 
For more information about this wonderful nationwide organization, I urge you to visit their web 
site: http://www.honorflight.org/                          

                                Bill Lee 
December 2009 

 
 

On February 1, 2009, Claude Williams passed away quite unexpectedly. 
 

His family, friends and WEST POINT shipmates miss him terribly. 
 

But we all take comfort in knowing that one of his last acts as President of the USS WEST 
POINT Reunion Association was to help create such a wonderful Christmas for a shipmate. 


