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EXPRESSIONS OF CONTINUING GRATITUDE TO THE  
MEN OF WEST POINT SEVENTY YEARS LATER 

 
The USS WEST POINT arrived in embattled Singapore’s Keppel Harbor in company 
with several other transports and escorting naval vessels on the morning of 29 January 
1942. Disembarkation of over 5,300 British troops took until well after midnight; 
hampered by numerous air raids. Before dawn the next day, she took on fuel and fresh 
water, and then began embarking civilians seeking to leave Singapore before that city’s 
imminent capture by the Japanese. 
 
Those efforts were hampered by an air raid in the harbor area shortly after 11 AM. A 
nearby transport was hit and the WEST POINT dispatched fire fighting and medical 
personnel to assist the stricken ship. The WEST POINT was hit by shrapnel from bombs 
that exploded in the dock area, but no personnel injuries or material damage resulted. A 
full accounting of those events is provided in a story previously published in Issue #30 of 
the Pup; entitled Mister Gordon Has the Watch. 
 
Over 2,000 civilians boarded the WEST POINT that hectic day; including a number of 
British families who left their homes in Singapore with little more than what they could 
carry by hand. The evacuation was so hasty, that no lists of passengers or 
accommodations’ assignments are known to have been created.  Included in the civilians 
embarked were a number of small children and a very pregnant Edith Sheldrake, who 
gave birth at sea a few days later (see accompanying story in this issue entitled Happy 
Birthday, ‘Westpoint’!, which includes an additional message of gratitude from that 
‘baby’…now seventy years old).  
 
Thanks largely to the Internet and the USS WEST POINT Reunion Association’s web 
site, additional survivors of the Escape from Singapore and other family members have 
been in contact with the association in recent months and have provided information 
about other passenger experiences when the WEST POINT plucked them from the 
clutches of the Japanese and took them to safety. As might well be expected, they were 
and continue to be quite grateful, as the following expressions of appreciation indicate. 



Leslie Russell (nee Watts) was less than six months old when she and her parents, now 
both deceased, managed to leave Singapore onboard the WEST POINT. The full story of 
their arduous journey from Singapore to Australia will be featured in a future issue of the 
Pup. But on this, the 70th anniversary of the beginning of her families’ dangerous passage 
to freedom, Leslie kindly provided the following message for the Men of WEST POINT 
from her home in Australia: 
 
“If not for them, I might not be here today. Mum and Dad always said the crew was 
marvelous; could not have been better. Please thank them for me, and wish them well.”  
 

Kevin Packer was not born until a number of years later, but his mother, twelve years old 
at the time, and his grandmother were amongst the civilians that made that dangerous 
voyage out of Singapore onboard the WEST POINT. His grandfather apparently escaped 
onboard a British destroyer and rejoined his family in Columbo, Ceylon, before 
continuing their journey together back to England. Kevin and his brother currently live in 
England, and are in the process of discovering what they can about their deceased 
mother’s time onboard the WEST POINT. Meanwhile, Kevin offers the following: 
 
“Although my brother and I were not around during this period, we appreciate the 
selfless acts that many individuals including the crew of the USS WEST POINT 
demonstrated to ensure the safe passage of those aboard. I still have a Kola Bear and 
kangaroo skin given to my mother by a man on Keppel Harbour docks who asked her to 
take them as he would never see his own children again.”  
 
Recently, Henry Langley and his sisters, currently living in England, began a quest to 
learn more about the part played by their family in the Escape from Singapore. Both of 
his parents, now deceased, and three older sisters were WEST POINT passengers on that 
mad dash to freedom. The girls were all sub-teenagers at the time. Henry did not ‘come 
along’ until after 1949. As part of a recent exchange of information, he had this to say: 
 
“I write on behalf of the whole family to express our appreciation to the crew of the 
WEST POINT for all they did at this very difficult time, in carrying them and all the 
others whom they took to safety during that voyage. If they had not been evacuated, 
they might have ended up like other people who were unfortunately held during the 
Japanese occupation and indeed might not have survived such an ordeal. In which case, 
I might not be here. Once again, thanks ever so much to all members of the crew, and I 
wish them and other members of your Association all the very best in the future.”  
 

They are not the only ones that remember and appreciate. On the occasion of the 
Association’s 2006 reunion, another man of the sea with World War II naval experience, 
Prince Phillip, paid tribute to the Men of West POINT in a quite personal communiqué: 



 


