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FRANK G WASSILAK JR. 
US COAST GUARD 1942-1944 

 
Frank George Wassilak Junior was born on 21-NOV 1920 in 
Staunton, Illinois.  At the time, his father Frank (Franz) was 30 
years old (1890-1923) and his mother, Louise Emilie Schmidt 
Wassilak was 27 (1892-1947). Frank Jr. had five siblings:  Clarence 
John Wassilak (1917-2009), Leighton Carl Wassilak (1919-1987), 
Arthur (1924-1930), Edwin Otto (1922-2015) and Dorris W. 
Wassilak Zehner (1920-2012). 

Frank’s father, Frank “Franz” Wassilak was a coal miner in 
Staunton IL.  He worked for the Staunton Mt. Olive Coal Company.  
His job position or title was “Coal Mine Loader.” He was killed in 
an accident at the mine and is buried in Staunton City Cemetery.  

Editor’s note: Source, Annual Coal Report of the Illinois Department of Mines and Minerals, 
vols. 1885-1948.   

According to the 1920 census, Frank Junior and his family lived in Staunton IL.  Presumably 
as a result of the death of Franz in 1923, the family were listed as “inmates” at the German 
Protestant Orphan Home 8240 St. Charles Rock Road in 1930 on the federal census.  Frank 
attended Normandy High School.  According to the 1940 census, Frank junior’s occupation 
was listed as an office clerk at Ammonia Company.  The family, including Louise and 
Frank’s four siblings lived at 3331A 18th Street in St. Louis.  Frank’s brother Arthur had 
died in 1930 (at age 6).   

Frank George Wassilak enlisted in the Coast Guard 
Reserve in April 1942 and arrived from Naval 
Operation Base Norfolk VA at 1500 hours on 18-OCT 
1943. Frank’s serial number was 526869.  He was 
reporting to a brand new Edsall-class destroyer 
escort built for the United States Navy manned by a 
Coast Guard crew.  The commissioning ceremonies 
were held on board the Coast Guard-manned USS 
Leopold (DE-319) on 18-OCT 1943, at Orange, 
Texas, and the ship was delivered to the commanding officer Lt. Comdr. Kenneth C. 
Phillips, USCG.  Frank Wassilak was on board for the festivities.  This was the first crew on 
the new ship thus making him what the Navy termed a “plank holder.”  Editor’s note:  A 

Wassilak's Draft Registration Card 
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plank holder is an individual who was a member 
of the crew of a ship when that ship was placed 
in commission.  

Wassilak was a coxswain.  The coxswain is the 
primary boat operator, charged with steering the 
correct course, controlling the throttles and 
engine speed, and maneuvering the boat in close 
quarters.  After structural firing tests at 
Galveston, Texas she departed for New Orleans. 
On 7-NOV 1943, she proceeded to Great Sound, 
Bermuda where shakedown exercises were begun. On 9-DEC, she left for Charleston, 
South Carolina and 11 days of post-shakedown availability. 

After four days of training exercises for officers and her nucleus crew for new destroyer 
escorts in the Chesapeake Bay area, Leopold steamed out of Thimble Shoal Channel on 
24-DEC 1943 as part of Task Force 61 (TF 61), escorting convoy UGS-68 to the 
Mediterranean.  

On 30-DEC, Leopold was directed to go to the rear of the convoy and search for a seaman 
reported lost overboard from one of the convoy ships. It was very dark and fairly rough 
seas.  Under these conditions, the chances of finding him were slight. After 45 minutes, 
she discontinued the search. The convoy reached the Straits of Gibraltar on 10-JAN and 
was turned over to British escorts. Leopold moored at Casablanca the next day.  

On 13-JAN, she commenced patrolling as anti-submarine screen across the Atlantic side 
of the Straits of Gibraltar, TF 61 forming a line to prevent U-boats from entering the 
Mediterranean. On 15-JAN, she moored at Gibraltar, and the following day, proceeded 
out of the inner harbor to close up the stragglers on west-bound convoy GUS-27. On 1-
FEB, a northwesterly gale caused the convoy to scatter and significant time was required 
rounding up stragglers. Leopold arrived at New York on 4-FEB for ten days availability at 
the Navy Yard. From 14–27 February, Leopold, along with other escorts of Escort Division 
22 underwent training exercises at Casco Bay, Maine. 

  

Launching of the USS Leopold, 1943 
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Leopold’s Second and Last Voyage 
Departing New York on 1-MAR 1944 on her second 
voyage, Leopold took her screening station with 
the 27-ship convoy CU-16 bound for the British 
Isles. The convoy’s path would take them through 
“Torpedo Alley.”  CU-16 was a 14-knot “fast 
convoy” of tankers with some cargo ships.  Editors 
note:  Until April 1943, ships capable of speeds 
between 9 and 13 knots were assigned to odd-
numbered and considered fast convoys.  While 
ships capable of speeds between 6 and 9 knots 
were assigned to even numbered and considered 
slow convoys.  In 1943, both the United Kingdom 

and United States did away with Zig/Zag advances.  They determined that it was better to 
advance the convoy at the best sustainable speed straight until an attack occurs and then 
respond in preplanned maneuvers.   

8-MAR 1944, 1950 Hours 

Leopold reported an HF/DF intercept which indicated an enemy submarine on the route 
of the convoy. Editors note:  High-frequency direction finding, usually known by its 
abbreviation HF/DF or nickname huff-duff. The route was consequently altered. On 9-
MAR, while south of Iceland, she reported a radar contact at 19:50 at 8,000 yards which 
placed it 7 miles south of the convoy.  Leopold was ordered to intercept. The Leopold 
notified Joyce via TBS (Talk between ships) she was investigating.  Lt. Comdr. R. Wilcox 
also of the U.S. Coast Guard was the captain of the destroyer escort U.S.S Joyce (DE-317).  
General quarters sounded and orders were issued to "fire on sight." A star shell was 
released, and gun crew attempted to sight the submarine in the lighted area. The star 
shell was fired too high and lit up the cloud deck more so than the sea.  A second star shell 
was fired lower and the U-boat was sighted dead ahead by the executive officer Lt. Burtis 
“Peter” Cone.  The U-boat was crossing the bow from right to left and was almost 
submerged when it was spotted and the gun crews had to work blind. 

1959 Hours 

The submarine was U-255 and they were scrambling to get below from the conning tower 
to crash dive submerging as quickly as possible to avoid attack.  U-255 was equipped with 
a newly designed acoustic torpedo.  The T5 torpedo was capable of 24 knots and had an 
effective range of about 5000 meters against convoy escorts vessels proceeding at speeds 
between 10 and 18 knots. The homing system consisted of two hydrophone receivers and 

Some Crew Members onboard the USS Leopold 
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altered the direction of the rudder via an electropneumatic device. The acoustic homing 
torpedo was specifically designed to be attracted by the pitch of an escort's propellers 
and would - even if aimed inaccurately - explode under the ship's stern. 

The Captain of the U-boat, Erich Harms, had no time to enter firing solutions.  He hastily 
guesses, zero-degree, 600 meters, depth 4 meters, and fired.  The T5 is on the way.  Harms 
rushes down the ladder wondering if this new T5 torpedo will save them from the 
American destroyer nearby.  At this close range, he’ll know in about thirty seconds.   

2000 Hours 

The men of the Leopold never see the torpedo or hear the torpedo explode.  The torpedo 
struck the Leopold on the port side almost directly under the bridge.  Power and 
communication was immediately knocked out and already they could feel the ship 
sagging in the middle and beginning to sink.  The damage control officer reports, “the 
torpedo struck the Leopold in the most forward of the three engineering spaces, the 
backbone of the Leopold is broken and there is a large hole on the port side and a smaller 
hole on the starboard side.”  While many of the crew reported the impact felt like a small 
shudder, the Leopold was mortally wounded.   

An officer tells Seaman 2nd Class Gale Fuller to set the depth charges and K Gun’s to safe.  
Editor’s note:  The K-Gun built in 1941 was for the launching of depth charges and were 
installed along a ship's topside.  Destroyer escorts carried eight. There is only one reason 
for a command to set depth charges to safe: the Leopold was likely to sink. When a ship 
sinks, depth charges would explode at the preset depth, if not placed on “safe”.   

The concussion of a depth charge in the water brutalizes men in the water.  The explosion 
would hit survivors in the water like brutal kicks to the stomach and pelvis. When Seaman 
2nd Class Gale fuller finishes setting the charges on the starboard side, he goes to help 
set the charges on the port side.  He knows when you get an order like this, the shit has 
hit the fan.  It’s 2005 hours, the Leopold is dead in the water, stopped, and many of the 
crew have no idea what has happened.   

USS Joyce (DE-317) is about 6000 yards away heading toward its sister ship Leopold at 21 
knots, full speed.  They are unaware it was hit by a torpedo and confused because they 
cannot hear anything on sonar, not even the prop on the Leopold.   They knew, the 
Leopold started firing, but abruptly ceased.  The Joyce tried to hail Leopold on the TBS but 
is getting no response.  No firing, no radio response and where is the enemy sub?  A 
favorite tactic of U-boats is a work in pairs or a Wolfpack.  If a ship is damaged and must 
abandon ship, a rescue ship slowing or stopped to pick up survivors is an easy target.    If 
the Joyce slows to lend assistance, the U-boat could be waiting for her.   
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2024 Hours 

On board the Leopold, the order was given to abandon ship.  The surface temperature of 
the water surrounding the Leopold in the North Atlantic was 46 degrees. At 2028 hours 
the Joyce is still circling the Leopold when the sonarman says he has a contact less than 
2000 yards from their position aiming for the port beam.  The Joyce crewmembers are 
confused by the noise but are sure it is torpedoes.  The torpedo noise “sounds different.”  
Immediately their attention turns from rescuing the men in the water, to dodging 
torpedoes and locating the nearby U-boat.  The Captain picks up a bullhorn and shouts to 
the men in the water, “We are dodging torpedoes, God bless you, we’ll be back.”  At 46 
degrees, the expected survival time is 30–60 minutes before losing consciousness and 1 
to 3 hours expected survival time.  Men are launching the life nets and life rafts.  Most of 
the men find life preservers.  They are inflatable and kapok style.  In what must one of the 
most oddities of the Coast Guard in WWII, the U.S.S Leopold is not required to carry life 
rafts for all the sailors aboard.  The Leopold is carrying enough rafts for about 1/4 of the 
crew.  By now, many of the men on the Leopold are in the water.  A group is on the fantail, 
including the captain and several officers trying to avoid the frigid water.   

2036 Hours 

The Joyce is running at flank speed (23 knots) and searching for a U-boat that fired 
torpedoes in their direction.  Joyce is also hearing some underwater explosions and can 
only assume, some of the depth charges on the Leopold, were not set to “safe.”  It was 
likely, the explosions were killing some of the Leopold’s men in the water.  Joyce turns 
back in the direction or bearing where the torpedoes came from and notes it is the general 
direction of the Leopold.  As they look through their binoculars, they can see the Leopold 
is broken in half.   

2045 Hours  

There are many men in the water.  A few dozen are on the fantail, the rear or aft deck of 
the ship.  The surface of the water is thick with fuel oil and the men are swallowing, 
choking on it.  The heavy seas won’t allow the men to paddle away from the ship.  They 
are worried, when the ship sinks, they will be pulled under.  The cold and exhaustion was 
taking its toll on the men in the water.  Some men chose to dive in immediately from the 
deck.  The thermal shock from an initial jump into the water can immediately disable a 
man.  A gasp reflex is an involuntary reaction to the cold water and when they inhale, 
they begin to drown.   Some rafts are overcrowded and survivors cling to the edges of the 
raft.  Most men on the rafts are partially in the water.  Many men have already slipped 
beneath the waves.   
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On the stern, Ensign William Noel Tillman takes command of the situation.  He bravely 
goes back into the ship to gather first aid supplies, blankets and food.  He is back in ten 
minutes passing out blankets, sweaters, bandages, chocolate, cigarettes, emergency 
lights, whiskey and a light to signal the Joyce.  On this night, his poise, presence of mind 
and valor would earn him a Bronze Star and Purple Heart.  Sadly, both would be awarded 
posthumously. 

2115 Hours 

Hypothermia is taking its toll on the men in the water.  Those lucky enough to find a spot 
on the raft, discover the life raft is upside down.  They don’t want to leave the raft to try 
to flip it over. The raft carries paddles and emergency supplies, but it must be flipped over 
to access them. One by one, crewmembers freeze and die.  The men push the dead from 
the raft to make rooms for others.   

2120-2132 Hours 

The Joyce is still hearing explosions.  The ASW (Advanced Submarine Warfare) officer says 
he does not believe the explosions are from the sub.  They believe they are from the depth 
charges or the torpedoes from the Leopold.  Maybe it is the magazines on board 
exploding.  They can see men on the floater nets waving to them.  Editor’s note:  Floater 
nets were nets with buoyant rings evenly spaced throughout, rolled up and stowed in 
open racks above deck, designed to release if the ship submerged.  Some men jumped 
from the deck of the ship onto floater nets tangling their feet and drowned.  The Captain 
of the Joyce wonders, does the U-boat captain think he is under attack?  Does he think 
the Joyce has him in her sights?  The sonar on the Joyce is not functioning properly it has 
not functioned properly since the convoy departed.  Captain Wilcox has no idea where 
the U-boat may be.  He has to make a decision to chase the U-boat or save the men in the 
water. He orders all stop!  He is now a sitting duck in the water for the U-boat, but he has 
made his decision.  There are sailors in the water, men to save!   

On the deck of the Joyce, men are throwing lines to two men on the floater net.  But their 
hands are too frozen to hold on.  So the men of Joyce tie nooses so the sailors on the net 
in the water can wrap the rope around their body.  One of the men on the net was the 
executive officer of the Leopold, Burtis Pete Cone.  Cone places the rope around the other 
sailor and then himself.  Men of the Joyce were just starting to climb down the cargo nets 
to help them when a lookout yells, torpedo! The captain immediately ordered flank 
speed, full left rudder. The men were dragged, carried away and the lines snapped.  The 
men were lost.   
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All rescue attempts must stop.  Captain Wilcox of the Joyce must think about the life and 
death of his ship.  The torpedo is incoming from 320 degrees which is the general direction 
of the stern of the Leopold.   It was an hour earlier a torpedo came at them from the same 
direction.  Could a U-boat really be nearby?  Until now, there were no sonar or radar 
reports.  The crew watches the torpedo off their port and cross their stern.  The men of 
the Leopold watch the Joyce slow, then stop to pick them up and then race away at flank 
speed.  While many of them realize they are after a German contact, time is running out 
for them.  Men in the raft are up to their hips in water.  Their feel frozen, unable to move 
from the waist down.  Every time a wave washes over the raft, a few more men slip 
overboard.  Survivors in the water would say, “If you are five feet away from a man, there 
is nothing you can do.  You can’t reach out to save him.  He’s gone.  He’s looking at you 
and you think to yourself, he’s dead.”  

2145 Hours 

The emergency lights have just gone out on the stern of the Leopold which means the 
auxiliary generator in the B4 engine has finally flooded.  The stern is where about three 
dozen men including the captain have congregated and is slowly sinking. Ensign Bill 
Tillman is still on the stern encouraging the men.  Tillman has them singing their favorite 
songs while they pray and wait for rescue.  In the midst of the singing, the ship shudders 
and then pitches up almost on end.  The captain, Ken Philips, is too weak to hold on the 
depth charge rack that he was leaning against.  He slips down the nearly vertical deck and 
is gone.  So are more than a dozen other men.  When Tillman has the men count off again, 
there are only twenty-one of the original thirty-six left.  Only about forty feet of the fantail 
is still above water.   

2218-2330 Hours 

Wind and seas have been building since the Leopold took the torpedo.  As the fantail 
lowers into the water, waves are washing men off the ship.  The number of survivors is 
slowly dwindling.  Tillman flashes with a signal light to the Joyce, “Settling fast.”  Now only 
about fifteen feet of the ship remain afloat.  Only three men are left on the fantail.  
Another wave comes along, and the ship is gone.  One man, Richard Forrester floats away 
on his back wearing his kapok life preserver.  The rest of the men from fantail, have 
perished.  Forrester is floating away on his back thinking he just might make it if the Joyce 
comes back when an explosion lifts him four feet into the air.  Another depth charge from 
the Leopold exploded as she sunk.  Forrester is focused on finding a raft or a plank to keep 
him afloat.  In only a few minutes he spots the silhouette of a raft nearby and swims 
toward it.  The men on the raft pull him aboard.  The raft is floating upside down and 
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packed with men in water up to their chests.  The men on the raft are making room for 
him by easing the dead over the sides.   

10-MAR 1944, 2345-0110 Hours 

For the last three hours the men on the number four raft have been trying to stay awake 
by singing.  But now many of them are dead and the others are shivering so bad, they 
cannot speak let alone sing.  After the Joyce left for the second time, many of the men 
seemed to give up hope.  Some have taken off their life preserver and slipped over the 
side.  Just then, someone yells, “Ship, ship.”  The crew threw down two lines and they tied 
in the raft.  Just about that time, the bow of the ship came down on the edge of the raft 
sending the men off into the water.  Bill Miller, Richard Forrester, William Miller, Glyone 
Mahaffy and Warren Young are now the only men left on the raft.  The crew hauls the 
men up to the deck and begins to administer first aid.  It takes a while but eventually Joyce 
gets to the other rafts.   

10-MAR 1944, 0230-0248 Hours 

Besides fighting nature, the 46-degree water, the heavy rolling seas, the rescue was 
hampered by two torpedo attacks. During the initial rescue attempts, the Joyce had seen 
many sailors bobbing and shouting in the water.  So many that they had trouble navigating 
around and through them.  When they are able to get the ship alongside the floating 
sailors, they are too paralyzed from the cold to pull themselves and tie a rope around 
them.  The Joyce “adjusted” and lowered “nooses” to the men in the water.  The Joyce is 
in a battle against time and nature.  Time is running out for the men in the water.  Still the 
Joyce keeps finding small groups of survivors.  The living men in the water no longer can 
pull the nooses over them.  It’s almost 0245 hours when the Joyce is able to account for 
all of the Leopold’s rafts and floater nets.  Several of the men pulled onto the Joyce cannot 
be revived.  At 0248 Joseph Burgun, the last man is rescued is pulled onto the Joyce.  For 
their efforts in the rescue ten men from the Joyce will receive the Navy and Marine Corp 
medal for risking their lives and going overboard to recover survivors.  The bow of the 
Leopold ship would remain floating and the next day.  Worried it would be a navigation 
risk the Joyce were to fire shells to sink it.  Before they fired, they notice there is a dead 
man hanging dangling from the port anchor.  Chief Richard Leo Graham was hanging 
upside down with his right knee caught between the shank and fluke of the anchor.  He 
must have caught when he was trying to abandon ship.  The Joyce went around to the 
backside of the stern to fire where Graham’s body was not visible.  This is a memory that 
will haunt the captain, lookouts and other men on the bridge for a long time.   

Court of Inquiry and Lingering Questions 
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One-hundred seventy-one sailors were lost through the torpedo explosion, drowning, 
hypothermia or cold-water immersion.  Joyce rescued 28 survivors at the close of the 
action. 

It is not known when Coxswain, Petty Officer Frank Wassilak Junior died. Certainly a 
number of men perished in the explosion of the torpedo. The area hit by the torpedo is 
most likely the fire room and/or the engine room.  It is highly likely the bulk of the men 
were able to abandon ship.   

An eight-day court of inquiry (COI) was convened on 23-MAR 1944.  The subject was the 
circumstances connected with the loss of USS Leopold (DE-319) and the death and injury 
to personnel.  The COI absolved the Joyce of any negligence.   The BOI concluded, “The 
excessive loss of life was due to only one rescue ship, the rescue ship being delayed and 
hampered by torpedo attacks, and the debilitating effects of prolonged exposure to cold 
air and water. On the last page of the report, it states: “The twenty-eight survivors listed 
in Finding 20 are entitled to the award of Purple Heart in accordance of General Order 186 
and Alnav 20-44.”    

There was still lingering questions and confusion about the events on the night of 9-MAR 
1944.  Over the decades the surviving veterans of the Leopold had developed a theory of 
what really happened on that night.  They thought they fell for the “Oldest trick in the 
book.”  They believed there were two German U-boats.  U-255 torpedoed the Leopold 
but another U-boat fired twice at the Joyce.   

In 1979 the U-255 captain Erich Harms was invited and attended a reunion of DEs 317 and 
319.  Erich Harms, like Dieter Hengen (First watch officer) categorically denied they fired 
more than one torpedo.  Post war records revealed there was not another U-boat within 
thirty miles.  There was also quite a bit of confusing information about the two torpedoes.  
It was reported, the “sound” was different from the German torpedoes. The direction or 
bearing seemed to indicate the torpedoes came from virtually the same direction of the 
Leopold’s stern.      

Fortunately, through the diligent work of the authors the mystery was solved.  Reading 
through transcripts of the BOI there were three references to “loose torpedoes.” Colonel 
Robert Nersasian and Randall Peffer conclusively proved the still armed torpedoes on the 
deck of the Leopold were “hot” and rolled off the deck into the water, “launched” when 
the stern sunk.  Sadly, the delay caused by the confusion and fear about nearby U-boats, 
caused additional loss of life. The American torpedoes caused the delay and loss of life.  
Wilcox and his crew may all the right moves to protect their ship and convoy.  Captain 
Robert Wilcox never learned these findings.   
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The Book, “Never to Return” 

We could not honor or adequately remember these men without 
crediting the authors of the book, Never to Return.  In 2017 Lyons 
Press published Never to Return by Randall Peffer and Col. Robert 
Nersasian. Through the use of extensive interviews with survivors of 
Leopold, Joyce, and German submarine U-255 officers, the book tells 
the story of the battle and the struggles of the 28 men who survived. 
The book also resolves unanswered questions about why it took 
Joyce so long to begin rescuing the crew of Leopold from the icy 
water. Col. Nersasian's brother Sparky was one of the 28 survivors.  
Thank You!   

No One is Ever Gone as Long as Someone Has Memories of Them 

Frank’s body was not recovered.  He is remembered at the Tablets of the Missing at 
Cambridge American Cemetery in Cambridge England.  A memorial service was held 28-
MAY 1948 at 8:00 PM at St. Matthew Evangelical and Reform Church at Jefferson and 
Potomac.   

In 2016, it was announced that the entire crew of the Leopold was eligible for a Purple 
Heart.  Frank George Wassilak’s story is likely unknown to his family and descendents.  
Adhering to the mission of the St. Charles County Veterans Museum, we honor the 
memory of veterans by keeping their stories alive.  We hope soon to invite the family of 
Frank Wassilak to the museum to accept his Purple Heart and to “officially” recognize his 
sacrifice for our country seventy-six years ago on 9-MAR 1944.   

USS Leopold DE-319 


