
WEST POINT’S Major Mission of Mercy 
 

And Its Inspiring, Heartwarming Welcome Home, Well Done Conclusion 
 
In the predawn of Tuesday, July 24, 1945, the USS WEST POINT was quietly moored, 
starboard side to, at Berth 107 in Southampton, England. The war, at least in Europe, was 
finally over. But the crew of the WEST POINT was never busier. They were engaged in 
Operation Magic Carpet – transporting battle weary GI’s back to America. Between V-E 
Day and December of 1945, AP-23 made eight voyages between Europe and the United 
States, carrying over 60,000 veterans back to their loved ones. 
 
Sunrise in Southampton was recorded in the ship’s log as occurring at 0519 hours. About 
an hour and a half later, at 0650, olive drab ambulances marked with big red crosses 
started to arrive. Lieutenant Francis J. Casey, the WEST POINT’s beloved chaplain, 
watched from a sideport as the first of the ambulances stopped near the gangway and was 
heard to remark “Here come the real heroes of the war”. 
 

 
 
Before the day was over, a total of 2,067 of Father Casey’s heroes had been embarked in 
WEST POINT; the largest number of wounded she ever carried at one time.  The 
majority were US Army officers and enlisted men, but 80 of them were USN personnel, 
five were civilian merchant mariners and one was an American Red Cross representative. 
 
The WEST POINT’s Sick Bay, normally equipped with 58 beds, was reserved for the 
care of the most seriously wounded. Numerous peacetime staterooms, used as officers’ 
quarters during the war, were transformed into hospital rooms. Several of the ship’s pre-
war public spaces were converted into hospital wards for the less seriously wounded. 
Some of the troop bunking areas were utilized for berthing of patients classified as 
ambulatory – but still needing medical attention while at sea. Converted to have a 
nominal capacity for 2,500 patients, the WEST POINT’s crew was able to care for more 
people requiring medical attention than any hospital ship of that era (with room, still, for 
thousands more able-bodied military passengers). 
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The ship’s Medical Department (Division H) consisted of three doctors, one dentist and 
31 enlisted personnel. For her major mission of mercy, the ship’s crew was augmented by 
an unknown number of army doctors and corpsmen.  
 
Chuck Rhodes, one of the ship’s Pharmacists Mates onboard the WEST POINT during 
that voyage, recently recalled: “I spent my time tending patients in the sick bay. There 
was little time for sleep, and the sights and smells largely took away my appetite. One 
patient that stands out in my memory is Marcus Threatt, an army private who had a fever 
of 104+ and had to be placed on the critical list in mid-ocean. But we kept him alive and 
got him safely home.”  
 
By  2017 hours on that summer day in England, the WEST POINT had embarked a grand 
total of 6,685 passengers. The more seriously wounded were given first priority; carried 
onboard on litters borne by four men. The walking wounded came next, some with arms 
in casts, others on crutches, some with canes. 
  
The line of combat casualties waiting to board seemed endless to those members of the 
ship’s crew that somberly watched.  But the spirits of the wounded were high.  
 
They were going HOME. 
 

 
 
Shortly after noon on the next day, WEST POINT departed Southampton. For the next 
several days, the ship’s log entries – in their brevity – indicate a mostly uneventful 
passage.  Although the war in Europe was over, a limited number (25%) of the ship’s 3 
and 5-inch batteries were manned and her search radar was kept in continuous operation.  
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Conversely, her range and running lights were ‘burning full brilliance’ at night, and there 
is no mention of any darkened ship requirements. In fact, her military passengers even 
enjoyed some brief peacetime pleasures (as indicated by a log entry on Sunday, July 29th 
that reported an army PFC had sprained his ankle playing volley ball).  
 
Sailing alone, and maintaining a steady speed of 22 knots, WEST POINT encountered 
only a few ships and aircraft along the way, all of which were carefully identified, and 
then logged as being ‘friendlies’. But the pace quickened in the early morning hours of 
Wednesday, August 1, 1945 as she approached the Virginia Capes. 
 
At 0314 hours, with the Captain on the bridge, WEST POINT passed Cape Henry abeam 
to port. By 0549 hours she had made her way, with a harbor pilot and several tugs’ 
assistance, to Pier #8 at the Hampton Roads Port of Embarkation (HRPE) in Newport 
News. In spite of the early hour, the ship’s decks were crowded with excited soldiers who 
waved and shouted to civilians and military personnel on the pier as an army band 
positioned precariously at the extreme outboard end of the pier ‘played them in’.  

  
At 0700 that morning, in keeping with HRPE Standard Procedure, the able-bodied troops 
started to happily disembark to board waiting buses for the short trip to Camp Patrick 
Henry for reassignment or - for many - discharge. But the seriously wounded had to 
endure a few more hours onboard WEST POINT before they were carried to waiting 
ambulances or railroad cars reconfigured as virtually mobile hospitals.   
 
As they impatiently waited below deck on that warm and typically humid August day, the 
bed-ridden could only listen through open portholes and yearn for their first glimpse of 
home. For many of them, that first glimpse came in the form of a teenage girl singer, 
magically appearing right in their hospital wards to serenade them! 
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According to the official history of HRPE:  
 
“Miss Shirley Linkous, employee of HRPE since 12 
March 1945, is the first civilian to entertain troops 
aboard ship during debarkation. The diminutive 
Newport Newsian, who is assigned to the Office of the 
Director of Personnel, sang a two-hour program of 
popular selections for the wounded troops aboard the 
USS WEST POINT. Some of her best received 
numbers were "Don't Fence Me In," "Embraceable 
You," and "Star Dust." No amateur, Miss Linkous 
has been the featured vocalist with Blair Blanton's 
orchestra for two years and for seven months last 
year conducted her own musical program over Radio 
Station WGH.” 
 
Over sixty years later, that day is still a bright memory for Shirley Linkous Callaway.  
 
In her own words:  
 
“After graduating from high school, I was employed in the Deputy Director of Personnel 
office at HRPE, located in the Newport News Post Office Building, on West Avenue, 
between 25th and 26th streets. My rating was CAF-2. I don’t recall what that stood for – 
but I do know I was a junior secretary, working for two majors and a captain. The 
captain was in charge of special services for HRPE and was aware that I was singing 
every night in a local nightclub. 
 
“He thought it would be a good idea to have me, along with a few musicians, go onboard 
and entertain the troops. One of the musicians, a violin player, also worked at HRPE and 
often sat in with the band I sang for at night. There was a bass player, who somehow 
managed to attach a wheel on the base of his instrument so that it could be easily moved 
from place to place, and a guitar player. 
 
“Once we got onboard, with scant ceremony, as I recall, we were directed to the hospital 
spaces and moved from ward to ward, playing and singing a couple of tunes in each 
location before moving on. It was summer, and the ship had no air conditioning in the 
medical spaces. In some areas it must have been 120 degrees. But we all kept smiling and 
playing, and I kept singing. Somehow, we didn’t notice the heat too much because the 
men were so happy to have us there. 
 
“The posed picture of me was made in the WGH Studios. I was barely 17 at the time, but 
had been singing with a band since age 14.  I think I must have sung in every USO in the 
area during the war. I believe the dress I had on in that publicity photo is the very same 
one I wore while onboard the WEST POINT.” 
 
Like so many of those wounded men to whom she sang that day, Shirley’s life since has 
gone down pathways unimagined at that time.  
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Perhaps predictably, three years later she married a musician. They moved to Cincinnati, 
where her husband attended the local Conservatory of Music (by days) and played at 
night in a local band for which she also sang. After having a daughter, they moved back 
to Newport News. In the mid-1950’s, Shirley took a civil service exam and went to work 
at NASA Langley Research Center at nearby Langley Air Force Base. There she was a 
secretary for 30 aeronautical engineers.  

 
By 1960 she had transferred to the Space Task Group 
(later renamed the Manned Spacecraft Center) and worked 
for the Recovery Branch in an office next to the seven 
original astronauts of Project Mercury. Her evenings were 
filled with singing, so another publicity photo was created. 
 
 She was on field assignment at Cape Canaveral when Gus 
Grissom’s capsule sank. While transcribing that event, she 
was shocked to hear a lot of earthy language on the tapes. 
With no one to ask, she decided: “If he said it, it goes in.” 
There never were any repercussions, so she assumed she 
made the right decision. 
 

Several geographical moves – and another husband later – Shirley ended up in a suburb 
of Dallas, where she now lives near her daughter. Her vocation and avocation days are 
apparently over, but Shirley says she still sings a lot around the house. And remembers, 
with great fondness, her one brief encounter with the USS WEST POINT: 
 
“Being on the WEST POINT was so special. After all, I was raised in the Shipbuilding 
City just a few blocks from where the ship was constructed. And my Daddy worked on 
that ship when she was built, so I was thrilled to be able to go onboard. But that August 
day, as we approached the ship, I remember thinking ‘This really is a big ship, up close!’ 

“I can’t think of another instance that gave me as much pride as being able to bring 
those deserving men a little joy while they were waiting to disembark. I shall cherish the 
memory of them and those moments onboard the WEST POINT for the rest of my life.” 
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POSTSCRIPT 

 
About three years ago, I discovered the picture and caption that’s displayed on page 4 of 
this article in the Library of Virginia’s HRPE photographic collection. But I was unable 
to find anything further about Shirley Linkous – anywhere – which is not unusual when a 
lady’s married name is not known. Then, about six months ago, I found that same picture 
on a web site devoted to Newport News High School reunion groups. Dave Spriggs, 
Newport News native and a graduate of NNHS, and Shirley’s nephew had placed it there. 
I contacted him, and, in turn, Dave put me in touch with his aunt, and the result is what 
you have just read. 
 
While trying to find any mention of Shirley in various ‘official’ sources, I did learn that 
entertainers from the USO and various military units also went onboard ships bringing 
wounded back to HRPE. The Road to Victory – A History of Hampton Roads Port of 
Embarkation in World War II (1946) records that ‘small groups of singers, musicians and 
dancers performed for patients in ships’ sick bays’. I only mention this in order to share 
the following illustration from that book: 
 

 
 
I like to think Shirley and her small band helped inspire this artwork.   

Bill Lee 
November 2006 
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