NEWPORT NEWS CRUISER DAY
A Memorable Day for NNS, the Newport News Community…and Me
…Sixty-Five Years Ago
by Bill Lee
On the morning of Thursday, March 6,
1947, at high slack tide, the heavy
cruiser NEWPORT NEWS (CA-148)
was christened by Mrs. Homer L.
Ferguson. It was a day of excitement for
the citizens and proud shipbuilders of
Newport News, and surrounding
communities; and a fitting climax to the
shipyard’s efforts to support the Navy’s
needs during World War II.
Such gala events do not usually take
place on weekdays. But there was an
excellent reason for choosing that day. It
was the 74th birthday of recently retired
and much beloved former shipyard
leader Homer L. Ferguson.
The Mayor of Newport News
proclaimed that Thursday as “Newport
News Cruiser Day” and asked for a
display of flags throughout the
community. His wife served as Matron
of Honor at the christening ceremony.
It was also a school day, but my parents felt that it was important for me to witness such
significant events, so we all bundled up that frosty morning and attended the ceremonies.
Their thoughtfulness manifested into a life-long interest in matters historic for me.
I don’t know if the principal of Hilton Elementary agreed with my parents’ rationale
about such things, but that was not the only time I got to witness history-making
occasions on the Peninsula. As I recall, I was excused for my absence when returning to
school armed with a note. Usually, excuses for illness were written by my mother, but on
such occasions as the christening of Newport News’ very own ship, such notes were
penned by my father. No one argued with him very often…and even less often won.
Except my mother, of course…

In addition to getting this
beautifully engraved invitation in
the mail, I also received a
personalized launching stand pass!
No doubt thanks to my father’s
friendship with a number of
shipyard
officials,
including
‘Monk’ White, who was then
editor of the Shipyard Bulletin.
In those days, there existed a
mostly peaceful and mutually
respectful relationship between
shipyard executives and my father,
who was the Managing Editor of
the Daily Press.
Ten years old at the time, what I
remember most about that day was
being disappointed that the ship
was already afloat in Dry Dock
#11, and did not slide down the
ways in classic ship launching
fashion. I also recall being bored
by the speeches. And very cold.
The day after the ceremonies, my
father brought home some duplicate
photographs that including pictures
of the crowd on the launching stand.
In one of them, I was able to pick
out my parents and myself.
I still have that photo, plus this one.
When looking at them recently, I
was struck by the attire of the men
and women present. The men all
wore hats, ties and overcoats. The
women were decked out more often
in furs than in cloth coats. They also,
without exception, sported a wide
variety of hats and white gloves. It
was one of the big social events that
year, to be sure.
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When the March/April 1947
issue of the Shipyard Bulletin
came out, the cover was graced
by shipyard artist Thomas C.
Skinner’s colorful impression of
the christening ceremony’s
climax.
Accompanying a lengthy and
well illustrated story in that
issue about the event was a full
page display of this illustrated
poem; created for the occasion
by shipyard apprentice alumnus
Walter “Scotty” Leyland.
Walter Leyland later served as
President of the Apprentice
Alumni Association, 1950-1951,
and was honored as the
Association’s
President
Emeritus from 1973 until his
passing in 1996. For many years
he enthusiastically led in the
traditional singing of Auld Lang
Syne at the end of each of the
organization’s annual banquets.
Commissioned in 1949, the heavy cruiser NEWPORT NEWS served on active duty until
1975; then was placed in reserve until 1993, when she was scrapped. In 1986, as part of
the Company’s centennial, SSN-750, named for the shipbuilding city of Newport News,
was christened and launched. That time, it was a sliding launching. The second USS
NEWPORT NEWS currently is on active duty in our nation’s defense.
Homer L. Ferguson lived until 1953; long enough to see ‘his’ cruiser commissioned and
the shipyard enter the nuclear age of ship propulsion. He undoubtedly would be
astonished if he could see the yard today, and the 21st century technologies being
employed to design and construct the same basic creations as was once done so well
under his guidance…
…Always Good Ships.
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