FROM RUSSIA, WITH THANKS
SS JULIUS OLSEN

They were called Liberty Ships, a class of low-cost cargo ships
mass produced on an unprecedented scale during WWII. By the
end of the war, America had built 2,710 Liberty Ships, the largest
number of sea-going vessels ever produced via a single design.
Sailors and soldiers alike claimed the ships were held together
by duct tape, glue, and chewing gum.
War time demand compelled builders to weld the sections of
Liberty Ships rather than riveting since riveted ships could take
months to construct. The average Liberty Ship took 42 days to
build; one, the SS Robert E. Peary, was finished in 4 days and 15½
hours after the keel was laid. Assembly-line production from 18
different shipyards launched a combined total of three Liberty

Ships per day, on average. Functional and practical, the ships
were not, however, the most attractive vessels. President
Roosevelt once referred to the new ship as “a dreadful looking
object” and Time Magazine called it an “Ugly Duckling.” Albeit,
the President also stated the new class of vessels would bring
‘liberty’ to Europe, thus the nickname, Liberty Ship.

SS STAGE DOOR CANTEEN
The vessels were christened with names of famous Americans,
starting with the Declaration of Independence signatories and 17
extraordinary African-Americans including the SS Booker T.
Washington and SS Harriet Tubman (the only woman honored).
There were exceptions to the common practice of naming the
ships after deceased people, including SS Stage Door Canteen,
named for the New York USO club, and the SS U.S.O., named
after the organization itself.
Convoying across the Atlantic was a hazardous journey. Enemy
submarines lay in wait as did shore-based German aircraft. The

convoys to Russia were particularly dangerous, glacial weather
playing havoc with the convoys as did a resolute enemy. The two
major Russian ports were Murmansk and Arkhangelsk. By war’s
end, 78 convoys journeyed across The Pond with a total loss of
85 Liberty Ships and 16 Allied warships. The German
Kriegsmarine got its nose bloodied also: one battleship, three
destroyers, at least 30 subs, and numerous aircraft.
Welding instead of riveting came at a price. Almost 1,500 ships
developed sizeable brittle factors and 15 broke in half without
warning. Frequent overloading contributed to the stress-factor
and severe storms at sea caused major difficulties. The SS
Richard Montgomery sunk off the coast of Kent with 1,500 tons
of explosives still aboard ship. If ever detonated, the explosion
would be equivalent to a small yield nuclear weapon.
Merchant Mariners usually manned the
Liberty Ships, but the gun crews were
manned by U.S. Navy personnel.
One 20mm anti-aircraft gunner
was Milton, Georgia resident Elip
Spence. And this is his story.
“I was born in Crabapple, GA in
1925, less than two miles away
from my present house. I haven’t
lived much further than two miles away
my entire life. I was born and raised right here, just a little barefooted boy with holes in my pants. Milton County merged with

Fulton County in 1932 during the Depression, it was rough back
then.”
Asked about the changes around Milton, Spence replied, “I’ve
seen a lot of changes, from dirt roads to paved roads…I mean,
this was all farm land. My father-in-law had bought 68 acres
around here in 1939 for eight hundred dollars. After the war,
Mr. Evans built a big saw mill with a steam engine and paid my
father-in-law eight hundred dollars for a cut of timber, so he got
all his investment money back. A lot of people didn’t want a
phone so the telephone company had to cross the property
instead of using a right away, so my father-in-law installed a
phone in his house and everyone use it.”
Asked about Pearl Harbor, Spence said, “I was about 15 or 16 at
the time. We heard about it over the radios and all of us knew
we were at war, and I knew that I’d eventually be in it. I joined
the Navy when I turned 18 and reported to Great Lakes, IL for
training.”
Asked what he thought about Navy boot camp at Great Lakes,
Spence replied, “I didn’t know what to think. I had on a little
leather jacket that I wore here in the south and before I could
get the jacket off I thought I’d freeze to death. I got a big old Pea
Coat then went down the line getting measured and they threw
a bunch of clothes out in a pile. I was up there for six weeks. But
you know, being a farm boy the training wasn’t all that tough. I
didn’t like getting up early and marching all over the place, I was
used to getting more sleep than that, but it wasn’t too tough.”

After basic: “Well, I went home for a few days then reported
back. They put us on a troop train, more like a cattle train if you
ask me, and shipped us to Gulfport, MS. We stayed on the train.
We could not get off. Anyway, I went through gunnery training
and specialized on the 20mm anti-aircraft gun. I was strapped in
it. If you were shooting rapid, you had to change the barrel after
that.”

Why were you chosen for gunnery? “I don’t know. The Navy
did whatever they wanted to, but being a squirrel hunter from
Georgia may have had something to do with it. They needed us
on the Liberty Ships. We stood watch, 4 on and 4 off. We left
Gulfport to New Orleans then Houston to board the newly built
SS Julius Olsen. We set sail a week later, rounded Florida, then
on up to New York to pick up a convoy. The convoy was huge,

aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers, all in columns as far as the
eye could see.
“We were out about three days when the convoy ran into thick
fog. I was on the midnight watch. I spotted a ship coming at us
on our port side, dead center. The captain tried maneuvering
but we were too heavy-laden. Then, ‘Boom’, the ship hit us. It
knocked a hole in the port side. We’d made a midnight course
change but apparently the ship that hit us didn’t receive the
course change. I don’t know what kind of ship hit us, it was too
dark, but I thought it was the end of my life. Our ship had a big
hole in it, but the Merchant Marines did their job and welded
over the hole. We made Liverpool, England, unloaded, then
sailed back to New York for major repairs.

ELIP SPENCE, FAR LEFT, AND SHIPMATES, OUT ‘ON THE TOWN’ IN NEW YORK

“We had about a week off so the Captain said we could go home
as long as we didn’t get caught. I got a three day pass and went

home for one night. Mom and dad were still there as were my
four sisters and four of my five brothers. My older brother was
serving in the military, too. Back then, everybody contributed to
the war effort in some way, my grandmother even worked on B29s.”
Back to New York:
“One of the older
sailors warned us,
‘Boys, you better
write home and
tell your folks they
won’t be hearing
from you for a long
time.’ We sailed to
Scotland and lost
two ships in that area. One was a lead ship, it got torpedoed
then the next ship got hit. It all happened before daybreak, all
the lights were out; so I don’t know if there were any survivors
or not. But soon we hear, ‘Boom, boom, boom,’ the warships
were dropping depth charges and the planes overhead were also
attacking the sub. I don’t know what happened to them, either.
The convoy split up. We had 30 ships in our convoy and headed
to Russia. The trip took nine days. We had heavy gear to keep
warm, even though it was supposed to be summer. If you hit the
water, you wouldn’t last long.

THE ICY MURMASK RUN

Arctic Light: “The Captain told us, ‘Men, at midnight you’ll see
something you’ve never seen before. Be on deck around
midnight.’ And sure enough, when we went through the Arctic
Circle we hit a light. You could see every ship in the convoy, yet
it was dark on both sides. I’ll never forget that. Then we sailed
on into Murmansk and broke down into two columns. Russian
planes buzzed through the convoy to be sure we were friendly,
but I don’t think we were really friendly with the Russians. We
were the first convoy to arrive at Murmansk without losing any
ships.”
The Russians: “A couple lieutenants came aboard that were
stationed in Murmansk and told us not to communicate with the
Russian people, don’t give them any cigarettes and don’t sell

them any cigarettes. Don’t give them candy; don’t do anything
with these people. Then they pointed to a Merchant Mariner
who was working the dock. He’d been caught selling
merchandise and got a five year sentence. Strange thing was,
that night the Russians threw a big dance for us with Russian
women in attendance; we could dance with them, but nothing
else. I don’t know how we couldn’t have done anything else
anyway since Russian guards armed with machine guns circled
the dance floor. And I not sure what they were guarding since
the women were tough looking, old, and ugly. One young girl
operated a dock crane, she was attractive and would smile at us
but we knew better than do anything accept smile back. The first
things unloaded, by the way, were the locomotives, then flat
cars, then supplies like trucks, flour, and crated food.”
Risking arrest and taking liberty: “One time I was fishing off the
fantail when a little boy ran up on the dock saying, ‘cholate bar,
cholate bar,’ he wanted a chocolate bar. Well, I looked around
to be sure the coast was clear then dropped the kid a chocolate
bar. He tied something to my fishing line as a payment. It was a
little knife made out of airplane parts. I still have the knife. As
soon as the exchange was made, that kid was out of sight within
two minutes. Oh, I had liberty four or five times while I was there
and went into town. One warehouse had been half-destroyed
by German planes but a little church was located in the other
half. Yet, I never saw anyone attending a service. I’d see Russian
women going to the dock for work. Their clothes looked like
rags. They worked from 0600 to 1800 then another shift worked

from 1800 to 0600 the next morning. The dock work and
unloading never stopped. The women had baskets for food and
beverages, but normally I only saw a little bit of milk and nothing
else. I thought, ‘how cruel’, but that wasn’t the worst of is it.”
RUNNING THE GAUNTLET TO MURMANSK

Thanksgiving Dinner: “We had a great Thanksgiving dinner then
tossed the leftovers into a barrel to later be thrown overboard.
Well, after we put the barrel on the dock the Romanian POWs
unloaded the ships ran over and knocked the barrel over. They
were starving. They ate everything. Our cook came over to us
and said, ‘Boys, I need your help.’ He still had leftover trays of
turkey and dressing so we placed the trays on the dock for the
Romanian POWs. It was pitiful. They even ate the bones. I’ll
remember that for the rest of my life. I’d look at those poor guys
and think, ‘they’re just like me. I hope they make it out,’ but I
doubted it. We left Murmansk just before Christmas.”

The North Atlantic: “The seas were as high as the mountains of
North Georgia. We rocked and rolled and got separated from
the convoy. My buddy and I spent seven days in our bunks, so
sick we couldn’t do anything else but be sick. A lard can got loose
and rolled up and down the floor, greased it down real good. We
couldn’t even stand up. The last five days at sea were a bit
calmer but we were still sick little puppies when we arrived at
Baltimore.”
Measuring the temperature of ammunition: “Some of the boys
were sent to California and some of us ended up in Charleston.
I spent my last 14 months there before my discharge in March of
’46. We’d get up every morning and drove a jeep up to the
ammo dump to measure the temperature of the buried ammo.
If they got too hot, ‘boom!’ Towards the end of the war, we’d

load ammunition on barges and go out about 30 miles from
Charleston, always at night. It would take us about three to four
hours to toss all the ammo overboard. There’s no telling how
much ammo is on the bottom of the ocean.”
Depth-charging a whale: “Oh, I forgot to mention this. On the
voyage back from Murmansk, they had a radar contact and
started depth-charging the contact. Well, here comes a big
whale to the surface between our column and the next. The
thing was foaming at the mouth, and its wake was bigger than
our ship’s wake. It appeared okay, but I think that was a really
upset whale.”
Returning to civilian life: “Well, I couldn’t find a job. I worked
the saw mill for a short time, worked as a prison guard for a
couple years, then finally got a job and the Atlanta Municipal
Auditorium. I stayed there for 29 years. I was eventually in
charge of the new Civic Center and the Municipal Auditorium.
They even put my name on the Auditorium. I retired at the age
of 55.”
Retired? “Not really. I started farming and bailed hay with an
old Ford farm tractor and bailer. Even raised a few cows. The
hay sold well to folks moving out this way who owned horses. I
bought a house early on and 23 acres for $3,000. I paid that off
and bought a few more acres, ended up with 62 acres. Thinking
back, I’m proud to have served this country and to have been a
part of the WWII generation. When I was in it, I didn’t think too

much about it. But after the war, I was going to live life to its
fullest. And by the way, America is still number one.”
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