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The S.S. La Crosse Victory was just one specimen representing a remarkable manufacturing achievement 
by the home front during World War II. 
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The far-flung battlefields of World War II, separated from the United States by two vast oceans, required 
enormous quantities of men and supplies to travel by ship. For example, it took 15 cargo ships just to 
transport the vehicles, equipment, and supplies for one armored division to Europe. Additional ships 
were required for the men. Convoy routes spanned 2,000 to 8,000 miles across the Atlantic and Pacific.1 
 
Both sides expended great effort towards disrupting supply lines, and this meant ships were being 
attacked by aircraft and submarines. The United States lost 538 cargo ships during the war; Great Britain 
2,570; other Allies 1,172. Shipbuilders had to make up for these losses, and more, to keep supplies 
flowing to the front lines.2  
 
Liberty ships were prefabricated cargo ships that could be constructed quickly. American shipbuilders 
churned out 2,700 Liberty ships alone during the war.3 Without adequate shipping, the island nation of 
Great Britain would be starved of sustenance. British shipyards could not keep up with their losses 
during the war, so Liberty ships filled a critical gap for them.4 The Liberty ships were mass-produced in 
the United States and provided to Great Britain through Lend-Lease. By 1944, Liberty ships had resolved 
the British shortage of shipping.5 
 

 
 

Model of a Liberty ship 
(ww2-weapons.com) 

 

 
Liberty ships were originally a British design. President Franklin D. Roosevelt dubbed them “Liberty” 
ships that would help restore liberty to Europe.6 
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The first Liberty ship was launched on September 27, 1941, a couple of months before the United States 
entered World War II. One year later, there were more than 60 shipyards in the United States, using 
materials from more than 700 industrial plants, creating an ocean-worthy cargo ship in 70 days from 
start to finish. Three new Liberty ships were being launched every day.7 
 
Depending on the shipbuilder, each Liberty ship cost $1,508,000 to $7,161,000 to build.8 
 
The genius behind mass production of cargo ships during World War II was Henry Kaiser. Born the son of 
German immigrants in upstate New York, Kaiser dropped out of school after the eighth grade and got a 
job as a store clerk. He created a succession of careers for himself in photography supplies and studios, 
wholesale hardware, road construction, dam construction, and cement manufacturing. In 1940, he 
constructed a shipyard in Richmond, California to build cargo ships for the British. Four years later, the 
Richmond shipyard employed almost 100,000 workers fulfilling government contracts for cargo ships. 
Kaiser built another shipyard in the Portland area. His shipyards constructed 1,490 ships, among them 
fifty small aircraft carriers and one-third of all the cargo ships built in the United States.9 
 
The traditional way of building a ship was to lay the keel and then rivet steel plates up and around it. 
Henry Kaiser, who had been in a shipyard only once before he started building ships, had the innovative 
idea to prefabricate pieces of a ship and weld them together. This greatly speeded up the construction 
process. One of his shipyards built and launched a Liberty ship in just 80 hours and 30 minutes. When his 
seven shipyards ran short of steel, Kaiser borrowed millions of dollars from the government to build his 
own steel mill in California.10 
 
Called “Ugly Ducklings”11 by some, the Liberty ships proved their worth by conveying over 5,000,000 
tons of cargo from the United States to all parts of the world by June 1943.12 
 
Liberty ships were small and slow, so a new line of “Victory” ships replaced them.13 Victory ships were 
built to higher specifications with an eye toward post-war commerce.14 The first Victory ship was 
launched on January 12, 1944. Because the new ships were capable of traveling at a higher speed, 
convoys could move faster and were more difficult targets for enemy submarines. After the war, Victory 
ships carried many soldiers back home to the United States.15 
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Victory ship 
(National Museum of the U.S. Navy) 

 
The S. S. La Crosse Victory was one of the new Victory ship class. Haley Gagliano of the La Crosse County 
Historical Society thoroughly documented the lifespan of the La Crosse Victory just two months ago. See 
her article here: https://lacrossetribune.com/news/local/things-that-matter-s-s-la-crosse-victory-
christening-bottle/article_0f428829-559e-5b95-b058-4d8f8805c653.html. 
 
The February 25, 1945 edition of the La Crosse Tribune includes a letter from a sailor on the S. S. La 
Crosse Victory thanking the citizens of La Crosse for funding the purchase of books for the ship’s library. 

 
 
 

 

https://lacrossetribune.com/news/local/things-that-matter-s-s-la-crosse-victory-christening-bottle/article_0f428829-559e-5b95-b058-4d8f8805c653.html
https://lacrossetribune.com/news/local/things-that-matter-s-s-la-crosse-victory-christening-bottle/article_0f428829-559e-5b95-b058-4d8f8805c653.html
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American shipbuilding prowess did more than help win World War II. Because of its massive shipbuilding 
program undertaken during the war, including ships like the S. S. La Crosse Victory, the United States 
supplanted Great Britain as the world’s leading maritime power after World War II.16 

 
Jeff Rand 
Adult Services Librarian 
La Crosse Public Library 
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