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Figure 7.
Troubles with welding: ‘Helena Modjeska’ split in two.

Figure 8.
‘Hellenic Star’: One of 106 Liberties sold to Greeks. 

of Houston, Texas (208) and Delta Shipbuilding Corp. of New 
Orleans, Louisiana with 188 Liberty ships delivered.

From the very beginning of the Emergency Fleet Program, 
Admiral Land and his associates considered the Liberty ships 
weapons, just like the Sherman tanks or B-17 bombers. Their 
purpose would be fulfilled by a single voyage with 10.000 tons 
of military supplies. But the Liberties proved very tough and 
only 155 were lost to enemy actions. The loss rate of 5.7 percent 
exceeded the most optimistic expectations by far.

The majority of the Liberties were armed with one or two 
4-inch guns (102 mm), mainly obsolete and rarely used in actions. 
But ‘Stephen Hopkins’, with a single aft gun, entered the history 
on September 27, 1942 in the battle with the German commerce 
raider ‘Stier’. The Liberty was sailing from Cape Town to Suriname 
in the dense fog of the Atlantic when she encountered the German 
ship. ‘Hopkins’ was disastrously over-gunned, as ‘Stier’ was armed 
with six 5.9 inch guns and numerous small weaponry. Even so, in 
a fierce close range battle, a single-gun freighter damaged the 
German auxiliary cruiser so heavily that it was abandoned by its 
crew shortly after ‘Stephen Hopkins’ sunk.
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Figure 9.
The last years: standard Liberty ‘Edenbank’ battered by sea.

Under wartime conditions, the Liberties were endangered 
not only by the enemy but also by their poor welding. The 
extremely short construction time, the lack of experience 
with welding, the absence of proper quality control prior to 
delivery due to the urgent need for new ships proved to be a 
dangerous combination. The brand new Liberties met with all 
the temptations of gales and storms and freezing waters of the 
Atlantic. The problem of poor welding emerged and the Liberties 
fell apart at open seas by the dozens. After urgent improvements 
were made, the falling apart of the ships became a rarity.

At the end of World War II, there were more than 2500 
Liberties in service. Being absolutely obsolete for American 
peacetime needs, these ships were warmly welcomed by the 
merchant fleets of the Allied countries that suffered heavy war 
losses. During the war, 198 Liberties were allocated to the United 
Kingdom under the Lend-lease Act. Under the same Act, 39 ships 
were allocated to the Soviet Union. In 1945 these ships were 
offered for sale and Britain purchased 106 Liberties. The Soviet 

Union didn’t react to the offer: lend-leased ships were neither 
purchased nor returned to America!

One hundred and six Liberties were sold to Greece, as its 
cargo fleet was devastated during the war. France was allowed to 
buy 75 ships, Norway 24 and China 18. Italy, a former foe and now 
a friend, purchased exactly 100 ships. In the first post-war years, 
the American companies used a large number of the Liberties 
to ship relief cargoes to Europe, but in the end, the majority of 
these ships were returned to the US Government. Hundreds of 
Liberties became part of the United States Reserve Fleet, being 
mothballed in the anchorages all across America. Some were 
reactivated to serve in the Korean and later the Vietnam War. 

Having such an enormous fleet available, the Americans 
used the Liberties for all kinds of duties and experiments. ‘John 
Sergeant’ entered the history of shipping in October 1956 as the 
first gas-turbine powered ship to cross the Atlantic. Liberty ship 
‘Charles H. Cugle‘ was converted into the first floating nuclear 
power plant in the world named ‘Sturgis’. 
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Figure 10.
Liberties at Sveti Kajo scrapyard near Split.

But the late 1960s marked the end of the era of the 
Liberty ships. Hundreds were stricken from the US Reserve Fleet 
and sent to the scrapyards. Exactly the same happened to the 
Liberties serving on worldwide merchant routes. Being created 
for wartime needs, they had no chance in the competition 
against a vast fleet of modern ships from the Japanese and 
European shipyards. As many as 42 Liberties met their end at the 
Brodospas shipbreaking yard at Sveti Kajo in the vicinity of Split. 
Greek steamers ‘Alexandros Koryzis’ and ‘Georgios F. Andreadis’ 
arrived there in the summer of 1985 as the last Liberty ships to 
be broken up in Europe.

The story of the Liberties didn’t end with their 
disappearance from the sea routes. Their role in shipping was so 
strong and important that shipbuilders around the world raced 
to offer ships called Liberty Replacements. Japanese shipbuilders 
were pioneers in the development of standard ships designed 
for mass production, being easier and cheaper to build and use.

The most successful was type Freedom built by Ishikawajima 
Harima Heavy Industries (IHI), but a brainchild of Canadian ship 
designer G.T.E. Campbell from Montreal. The very first of these 
new Liberties, the ‘Khian Captain’, was delivered to the Greek 
ship-owner Carras on July 21, 1967. IHI yards built 176 ships, 
but the Freedoms were also built in Spain as Freedom Hispania. 
Also for IHI, the Canadians later designed a Liberty Replacement 
called type Fortune, 62 of which were constructed. Standard 
ships were designed and built by many other Japanese yards, 
including Hitachi, Mitsui, Mitsubishi and NKK.

At the same time, the British developed a highly successful 
type SD 14 Liberty Replacement. The great majority of the 211 
of these ships were built by the two neighbouring shipyards 
at Sunderland: Austin & Pickersgill and Bartram & Son. It is 
interesting that ‘Nicole’, the first ship from A&P, was delivered on 
February 14, 1968 and ‘Mimis N. Papalios’, the first from Bartram, 
on the following day. SD 14 type ships were also built under 
licence in Greece, Brazil and Argentina.
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Figure 11.
‘Khian Captain’ – the very first of Liberty Replacement ships.

The German shipbuilders had an important role in the 
creation of the Liberty Replacement fleet. The best known 
German Liberty was built by Flensburger Schiffbau, Bremer 
Vulkan and Rickmers Werft. The first of the 52 ships, ‘Dirk 
Mittmann’, was delivered in Flensburg in May 1968. A.G. Weser 
Company designed and built 61 standard ships of the Seebeck 36 
type. Belgian shipyard Cockerill offered type Unity, but only eight 
ships were built, including six for the Croatian owners.

Today, 70 years after the Emergency Fleet Program, only 
three Liberty ships survive. Fully restored and still sailing are 
‘Jeremiah O’Brien’ and ‘John W. Brown’, both under the US flag. 
‘Jeremiah O’Brien’ is stationed in San Francisco, California and 
‘John W. Brown’ in Baltimore, Maryland, not far from the location 
of the shipyard in which she was built in 1942. The third vessel 
afloat is not sailing. To commemorate the importance of 
Liberty ships to the national merchant fleet, the Greek shipping 
community purchased Liberty ship ‘Arthur M. Huddel’ in 2008. 
Being abandoned for years and in a derelict condition, she was 
completely refitted, christened ‘Hellas Liberty’ and has been 
moored at the Piraeus old port as a floating museum since June 
2010.

Figure 12.
The deck of a museum ship ‘Hellas Liberty’.
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Figure 13.
Still sailing: ‘Jeremiah O’Brien’.
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