
 
 

In the 1940s, the SS AMERICA made a total nine visits to San Francisco. However, only 
two of them, in February and March of 1941, were made in her peacetime, pre-war 
livery.  Both times, the ship was on Panama Canal transit voyages from New York to the 
west coast and return; precluded by the war in Europe from crossing the Atlantic.  
 
On both of her early 1941 visits to California, AMERICA’s neutrality status was boldly 
proclaimed. Colorful American flags flanked her and her owner’s names on an otherwise 
glistening black hull. Each of the two times AMERICA steamed under the Golden Gate 
and into San Francisco harbor, she was appropriately ‘dress ship’ for the occasion. 
 

 
 

She soon returned several times thereafter, but under entirely different circumstances. 
She was initially cloaked in drab grey and later in camouflage, befitting her wartime role 
as the USS WEST POINT (AP-23). In that capacity, she slipped quietly in and out of San 
Francisco once in 1942, four times in 1943, and twice in 1944.  
 
During the ship’s only 1942 visit to the bay area, which took place between 24 April and 
19 May, she was dry docked for part of that time at the Mare Island Point Naval 
Shipyard. There, many of her navy crew were ‘given’ the ‘opportunity’ to help shipyard 
workers scrape barnacles and paint her bottom before sailing off again to unknown and 
potentially dangerous destinations in the South Pacific.  
 
In early January 1943, the WEST POINT steamed into port once again after months of 
transport duty, and discharged passengers at San Francisco’s Pier 35, near Fisherman’s 
Wharf. Then she got underway briefly and moved to the Hunter’s Point Naval Shipyard 
for more bottom cleaning and painting before returning to Pier 35. That relocation 
resulted in many happy memories for the crew of WEST POINT, because there was… 
 

Liberty in ‘Frisco! 



In addition to individual and small group 
forays by the men of WEST POINT to 
explore the diverse cultural offerings of 
San Francisco, proceeds from the Ship’s 
Store were utilized to sponsor a dance. On 
11 February 1943, the venerable Palace 
Hotel was the scene of the first of at least 
two dances held on behalf of the ship’s 
company in San Francisco during the war. 
 
Four days later, WEST POINT put to sea, 
bound for Australia with almost 8,000 
troops onboard. Over the next several 
months, AP-23 zigzagged literally around 
the world, stopping at Bombay, Suez, Rio 

de Janeiro, Capetown, Melbourne and Sydney before returning to the City by the Bay in 
mid-September 1943. She once more tied up at Pier 35, affording her weary crew some 
very welcome liberty. 
 
One favorite nightspot that the crew of WEST 
POINT patronized was the Latin Quarter. It 
was very common, in those days, for civilians 
to buy drinks for servicemen in uniform, 
which may explain the slightly fuzzy result 
(below).  This photo, snapped in the Latin 
Quarter, includes, left to right, a bar tender 
only known as ‘Al’, Al Eismont, Harry Cheisi 
and Claude Williams. 

 
However, there was a slight drawback to 
the Latin Quarter’s location. It was about 
three-quarters of a mile from the 
waterfront. So, per Claude Williams, 
sailors returning to their ship-hopefully 
before liberty expired-often felt the need 
to make one last stop at a bar on Powell 
street that was within sight of the piers. 
Then, their final stop was usually at a 
popular seafood restaurant on Fisherman’s 
Wharf for fried shrimp. 
 

Lest anyone reading this think that all these guys did was party, it should be pointed out 
that for months at a time at sea; they served their nation faithfully, sailing without escort 
through war zones all over the world. It is a true testament to their devotion to duty and 
seamanship skills that the WEST POINT never lost a single soul to enemy action. Well 
done, Men of West Point!   
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In early 1944, Harry Cheisi of the ship’s Marine Detachment suddenly succumbed to an 
illness that could not be diagnosed. Since the ship was on a mission ‘somewhere’ in the 
Pacific, thousands of miles from home, Sergeant Cheisi, USMC was buried at sea with 
full military honors that included a Marine firing squad salute. Due to the untiring efforts 
of his fellow Marine, shipmate and friend, Gene McLaughlin, a paving stone honoring 
Harry Cheisi has been placed at the Marine Corps Heritage Center in Quantico, Virginia. 
 
Following a round trip to Sydney, WEST POINT passed inbound under the Golden Gate 
on 27 October 1943 and once more moored at Pier 35. Another ship’s dance was held at 
the Palace Hotel on 2 November 1943. Attending that 
brief respite from the worries of war were, amongst many 
others (left to right): Martin “Pappy” Benner, Mrs. Frey, 
Pete Repp, Bob Heel and Lieutenant Harvey Frey.    
 
Six days later, she sailed for Hawaii, carrying a full load 
of troops. The return trip ended on 19 November 1943 
when she tied up at Pier 45 (noted by Claude Williams in 
an illegal log he kept as being a long way from the sights, 
sounds and lure of downtown ‘Frisco). Following a quick 
turnaround of less than five days, AP-23 was outbound 
on 24 November, filled to capacity with 90 naval officers, 
41 navy nurses and 8,000 army troops, plus her navy 
crew of 785 men.      
 
The fourth and final visit that WEST POINT made to San Francisco in 1943 commenced 
on 28 December, when she tied up at Pier 29, close to downtown and just in time for New 
Year’s Eve. On 11 January 1944, the ship sailed under the Golden Gate Bridge, outbound 
for the South Pacific with almost 8,000 troops embarked. Returning on 11 February, the 
ship disembarked a large number of wounded servicemen at Pier 35, only to sail 
westward again on 19 February; returning 30 March. 
 
Most of April 1944 was devoted to voyage repairs…and, of course, much-needed liberty. 
Then, before being reassigned to the Atlantic, WEST POINT made one additional trip to 
the South Pacific in early 1944, departing San Francisco for what proved to be the last 
time, ever, on 27 April. Part of this final in-port time was spent at anchor, when the 
following image was snapped on her last wartime visit to California’s bay area.  
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At sea almost continuously for two months, she sailed into Boston harbor on 12 June, 
steaming from the far reaches of the South Pacific, via the Panama Canal. This tactical 
move was made so that her large troop-carrying capacity could be put to use in ferrying 
soldiers from America to England to bolster the D-Day invasion forces. 
   
After returning to civilian passenger ship service in 1946, the reconditioned AMERICA 
sailed for fourteen years on the transatlantic route for which she was expressly designed, 
with an occasional winter cruise to the Caribbean. However, the ship never again passed 
under the Golden Gate. 

 
Although AMERICA never made another trip to 
San Francisco following World War II, the sea-
going library named in her honor onboard the cruise 
ship Pride of America passed under the Golden 
Gate in the summer of 2005. Appropriately, this 
vessel displayed patriotic red, white and blue ‘hull 
art’…much like that of the SS AMERICA in 1941.  
 
Coincidence? Perhaps… 
 

~ Postscript ~ 
 

In the course of writing this story, I was materially aided by several WEST POINT 
crewmembers. I even gave some thought to doing a little on-the-scene research myself, as a side 
trip during this year’s USS WEST POINT Reunion Association gathering in California. However, 
most of the bars whose names were fondly remembered are no longer there. In addition, after 
easily reciting a fairly long list of bar names from memory, Ken Johnson said to me: “I’ll explain 
what these places were when you’re a little older”. 
 
One of the places he mentioned was Finocchio’s. Here’s a vintage ad for that long-gone 
establishment. Ken, I ain’t ever gonna be old enough for that! 
 

       
Bill Lee 

April, 2008 
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