
“MISTER GORDON HAS THE WATCH” 
 

At 0800 hours on Friday, 30 January 1942, one of the 
youngest and least experienced officers serving in the USS 
WEST POINT (AP-23), Ensign Ellis L. Gordon, USNR, 
became the officer of the deck. The next four hours proved to 
be some of the most exciting of his life. 
 
Gordon was the ship’s Assistant Navigation Officer; not 
quite twenty-five years old at the time. The WEST POINT 
was his first ship, and he was a member of her 
commissioning crew.  Ensign Gordon endured the hazing 
associated with crossing the equator when he and the WEST 
POINT made their first crossing in November, 1941.    
 
On that fateful Friday in late January 1942, the WEST POINT was moored, starboard 
side to the West Wharf in Keppel Harbor, Singapore. She and the four other troop ships 
that constituted Convoy BM-11 had just delivered 20,000 men of Britain’s 18th Division 
to “The Gibraltar of the East”. During their approach to that beleaguered outpost, the mix 
of American and British transports had successfully dodged numerous Japanese 
submarines and aircraft in the area while navigating narrow passages between numerous 
islands. Once safely tied up at Keppel Harbor’s main and west wharfs on 29 January, the 
WEST POINT and her smaller companions rapidly disembarked their human cargoes. 
 
Following that evolution, arrangements were quickly made to embark and evacuate 
thousands of British civilians and non-essential military personnel. But before those 
rescue operations could commence, yet another air raid warning sounded at 0937 hours. 
The official deck log for 0800-1200 hours for that day summarizes what transpired: 
 

 
 
However, what those typically laconic log entries do not record is what USS WEST 
POINT plank owner John Dion recently recalled about Ensign Gordon’s actions on that 
day. John started off by summarizing his impressions of the Ensign: “Mr. Gordon was a 
short man, but always pleasant, never officious and always had a smile – a good officer.”  
 
High praise, indeed, from an enlisted ‘white hat’!  



John continued his memories of Ellis Gordon in an impressive 
amount of detail, as he recalled the events of that particular 
morning that took place 67 years ago: 
 
“As the OOD on January 30th, he was in charge of the ship and 
responsible to the Commanding Officer for the safe and proper 
operation of the vessel. In my opinion, Ensign Gordon ranks #3 
in the USS WEST POINT Hall of Fame; behind Captain Kelley 
and Commander Stedman. 
 
“We had experienced four air raids the night before which hit the city and the naval 
base. The ship shook from those explosions. Shortly after 11:00 AM on the 30th, I just 
happened to be approaching the quarterdeck [Established at that time in the WEST 
POINT’s Tourist Class Entrance Foyer, Starboard Side, aft on A Deck] and saw 
Ensign Gordon standing on the gangway, preparing for the embarkation of refugees 
when a huge bomb explosion nearby almost knocked him into the harbor. 
 
“A hurricane force of smelly brown wind flowed across the quarterdeck. I ran to the 
gangway to see what had happened and found the air was full of what appeared to be 
scraps of paper and debris floating down. I thought it was leaflets the Japs were 
dropping on us. “It wasn’t!! 
 
A flight of bombers had flown over the narrow harbor, in the direction of our ship. The 
last in a string of bombs had hit a warehouse off our starboard bow. Another had hit the 
WAKEFIELD, tied up directly astern of us, and a third had exploded in the harbor near 
both ships [See the following detailed map, drawn in 2008 by John Dion]. 
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This photograph has previously been identified as 
being taken from the WEST POINT, looking 
toward Singapore’s main wharf area. Smoke 
resulting from earlier attacks on the city is clearly 
visible in the background.   Careful inspection of 
this image indicates that it was more likely taken 
from the flying bridge of the WAKEFIELD on 
the day of the attack when she was damaged.  
 
In addition to the orientation of the buildings and 
ships seen in the photo, the arrangement and 
number of antiaircraft gun tubs and the design of 
the lifeboat davits, plus the un-streamlined shape 
of the smokestack do not match up with these 
features of the WEST POINT. Either way, it was 
the first time either of the former passenger liners 
had come under direct attack. 
 
John Dion’s recollections continue: “Mr. Gordon made sure that we had not had any 
causalities or damage. Informed of an urgent request from the WAKEFIELD for medical 
assistance, he helped organize a team consisting of a doctor and several hospital 
corpsmen to go to the aid of the less fortunate WAKEFIELD. Then, just a few minutes 
after the air raid was over, Gordon calmly commenced the embarkation of passengers, 
many of whom abandoned their automobiles right on the wharf.” 
 
[WAKEFIELD suffered five dead and nine wounded, as a result of that attack]  
 
Of course, since “Mister Gordon had the watch”, what he accomplished that morning was 
his duty and what was expected of him. Nevertheless, what this young officer did, after 
experiencing a ‘near miss’ that almost catapulted him into the harbor, was certainly 
admirable. Later that same day, both the WEST POINT and WAKEFIELD hurriedly got 
underway, leaving the city of Singapore and the out-numbered troops they had so 
recently delivered there to face a numerically superior enemy. Fourteen days later, the 
British armed forces surrendered. 
 
Ensign Gordon went on to serve in WEST POINT until late 1943. With orders to join the 
pre-commissioning crew of another troop transport, the USS GENERAL H. W. 
BUTNER (AP-113), he walked down the WEST POINT’s gangway for the last time in 
San Francisco on November 19, 1943. By that time he and the WEST POINT had 
journeyed over 200,000 nautical miles together. That distance is equal to going around 
the world over seven times. Later on, Gordon also became a member of the 
commissioning crew of a third vessel, the USS ROCKBRIDGE (APA-228).  
 
To be a plank owner for one vessel is an honor. To do so three times is pretty unusual. 
When ROCKBRIDGE was commissioned, 18 November 1944, Gordon had advanced to 
the rank of Lieutenant and served as her first Executive Officer. 
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In mid-June 1942, while he was onboard AP-23, Ellis Gordon began to keep a journal. 
Not a personal diary, it is a professional navigator’s workbook filled with day-to-day 
hand-written star and sun sightings, and associated calculations, as the WEST POINT, 
and later, the BUTNER, safely carried hundreds of thousands of service personnel all 
over the world. 

 
  

 
Ellis Gordon’s navigational workbook 
has survived, even though it appears 
to have passed through several hands. 
Its cover is little weather-beaten and 
stained, and its pages well-thumbed. 
Fortunately, it was recently 
discovered for sale in a Georgia flea 
market, and recovered by a member 
of the ROCKBRIDGE’s reunion 
association.  

 
How it got to Georgia is a bit of mystery. But a quick review of the pertinent events in 
Gordon’s life, including a period of residency in Florida after he retired, provides at least 
one plausible explanation.   
 
Ellis L. Gordon was born February 17, 1919 in the greater Boston area. Both of his 
parents were native-born Americans, but both were also of Russian descent. His Father 
and an older brother were engaged in the distribution of motion pictures, according to 
their individual entries in the 1930 Census.  
 
Ellis Gordon graduated from Boston Latin School, and in 1936 received a Bachelors of 
Science degree in Business Administration from Boston University, where he played on 
the baseball and hockey teams, and was captain of the swimming team. Probably because 
he graduated in the middle of the depression, Gordon worked in Boston as a shoe 
salesman for a few years.  
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In late 1940, he was accepted in the 
Navy’s V-7 program. After spending three 
months at the Naval Reserve School at 
Northwestern University, Gordon received 
his Ensign’s commission and was detailed 
to join the USS WEST POINT at her 
Newport News, Virginia birthplace.  
 
There, in only fourteen days, she was 
transformed from the SS AMERICA, the 
nation’s largest, finest and fastest luxury 
liner, to a troop transport.  
 
His period of active duty actually started a few months before the United States officially 
entered World War II, and he served almost entirely at sea for the four-plus years’ period 
of time our nation was engaged in that world-wide conflict.. Gordon was allowed to 
resign his commission and leave the Navy shortly after hostilities ceased.  
 
Citizen Gordon returned to New England and joined the family business. He also met and 
married a lady named Lelene. No information regarding any children they may have had 
could be found. By 1967, the family firm was known as Ellis L. Gordon Films, and was 
listed in a section of Boston’s business directory entitled Motion Picture Distributors and 
Film Exchanges.  
 
At some later point much later in his life, he apparently sold or shuttered that business, 
retired and moved to Boca Raton, Florida. However, he also retained a home in West 
Newton, Massachusetts which was listed as his permanent address with the Social 
Security Administration. 
 
Ellis L. Gordon passed away on March 21, 2007.  
 
His navigational workbook 
and other personal artifacts 
were apparently treasured 
and safely retained by him 
for many years. Included in 
a small collection is this 
well-preserved certificate 
which documents that he 
crossed the equator many 
times, and that he also 
crossed the 180th Meridian, 
i.e., the International Date 
Line, in both directions, on 
at least one occasion while 
serving in AP-23. 
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Other memorabilia which Gordon saved for decades included these two photos. The only 
identification on the backs of these undated photographs is a hand-written notation; 
“Bombay” – although its more likely the pictures were taken in Egypt. In the left-hand 
photo, Gordon is the short, smiling officer to the native’s left. Several of the other WEST 
POINT officers depicted have the single gold band on their sleeves that denotes an 
Ensign, but Gordon’s sleeve displays ‘a stripe and a half’, indicating that he had been 
promoted to Lieutenant (JG) by then.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
These shore leave experiences probably occurred in late November of 1942, right after 
the WEST POINT had transported over 8,000 American service personnel from New 
York to India.  
 
Mister Gordon surely assumed the watch many more times during his naval career, but 
probably none surpassed the excitement of having that responsibility in Singapore harbor 
on 30 January 1942.  
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~ Postscript ~ 

 
The full saga of Convoy BM-11 has been told numerous times in considerably more detail. But 
never before from the personal perspective of a WEST POINT sailor who was there and who 
witnessed a young, inexperienced reserve naval officer respond positively to the unexpected 
demands of duty.  
 
I am indebted to John Dion for his willingness to hark back to those exciting and dangerous days, 
and to enthusiastically provide me with his recollections so that I might share with others what 
happened in Singapore on 30 January 1942 after the pronouncement “Mister Gordon Has the 
Watch”. I am equally indebted to Ken Johnson, another WEST POINT crew member, who fell 
heir to Mister Gordon’s memorabilia, last year, advised me of the ‘find’ and then loaned those 
materials to me. Without his help, this story could not have been so well illustrated. 
 
This is not the first time John’s prodigious memory has been of significant assistance to me; nor 
do I suspect it will be the last. During our discussions of those events, which took place six-plus 
decades ago, he briefly mused about what might well have happened to the crew of WEST 
POINT and her human cargo of two thousand-plus British refugees, had AP-23 not managed to 
leave Singapore in the nick of time. Undoubtedly, they would have suffered the tragic fate of the 
thousands of British soldiers that had to be left behind, many of whom did not survive years of 
cruel captivity. 
 
Another example that war is hell…  
 
But the human spirit always seems to prevail, and so it was onboard the WEST POINT a few 
days later, when a baby boy was born at sea. The child’s grateful British parents chose an 
unusual, but appropriate given name: Westpoint. Of course, Peter Westpoint Leslie Sheldrake 
only knows of that event from what his parents told him, and what has been written about his 
birth in the midst of chaos as his largely unprotected birthplace steamed through hostile waters. 
Nevertheless, he is eternally grateful to the Men of WEST POINT. So are his daughters, who 
have thoughtfully included Westpoint in the full names of Peter’s two grandsons. 
 
Respect and remembrance are good things…  
                Bill Lee 

January, 2009 
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