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WILLIAM "BILL" LASKOWITZ 
US MERCHANT MARINE 1943-1945 

 

William Laskowitz was born 25 Jul 1925.  Bill attended 
Central High School in St. Louis MO. Bill was part of the 
Greatest Generation, coming of age during the Great 
Depression. He was a World War II veteran, proudly serving 
in the Merchant Marines.  

Unfortunately, Bill’s health was failing when his daughter 
visited our museum and donated a model of his first Liberty 
Ship to be displayed in our exhibit highlighting the 
contribution of the Merchant Marines to our victory in World 
War II.   

Below are some of Bill’s comments and recollections of his 
time at sea all those years ago: 

It was Christmas Eve 1944 on a Liberty ship in the Persian 
Gulf. Bill Laskowitz, in service with the U.S. Merchant Marine, 

pulled out his ever-present harmonica and played “Silent Night” while the men gathered 
around and hummed along. “I can still remember the sky was absolutely clear and filled 
with stars like diamonds,” Laskowitz, now 95, recalled. “There wasn’t a cloud in the sky 
and it was just beautiful. Can you imagine 60-some people humming ‘Silent Night?’”  It 
was a small, peaceful moment in a tour of duty filled with danger, rough seas and hard 
work.  Bill playing Silent Night later would become a family tradition each Christmas and 
continued until he died in January 2022.   

Volunteering to serve 

Joining the Merchant Marine had not been Bill’s first choice. At 18, the 
young St. Louisan dreamed of joining the Army Air Corps but failed the 
physical because, though he had never missed it, he was born without 
a pectoral muscle. On the streetcar home, he noticed an advertisement 
for the Merchant Marine. The all-civilian service was desperate for 
volunteers to man the hastily built Liberty ships carrying vital supplies 
such as ammunition, K-rations, tanks and troops to battlefields on the 
other side of the world. 

 

Bill in his Merchant Marine uniform, 
which he purchased himself, as they 

were not provided to members. 
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After training in Florida, Laskowitz set sail on the first of many such cargo ships, the S.S. 
Juan de Fuca. His travels between 1943 and 1946 took him to Europe, Africa, Central 
America and many places in between. “I’ve sailed in every ocean and around the world 
twice,” he said. 

Dangerous duty 

Life aboard a Liberty ship during World War II was 
dangerous. Rogue waves could sweep a man 
overboard while rough seas could make one sick. 
Enemy U-boats and submarines were constantly on 
the prowl while ships were targeted by hostile 
forces on land and in the sky. 

Though the ships sailed in huge convoys, those on 
the perimeter were the most exposed. Laskowitz 
said the ships that brought up the rear were said to be in “coffin corner.” The work was 
hard. If you were assigned to the engine room, there was always the fear of explosion. If 
on deck, you faced all kinds of weather. One trip kept Laskowitz at sea for 13 months. 
“You never slept right at night,” he said. “There was always one alarm after another.” 

Once when his ship was carrying two locomotives and two coal cars on deck, a large wave 
nearly knocked Laskowitz overboard. The ship’s solid railing had been removed to bring 
the equipment onboard and had been replaced with only a chain and stanchions. “All of 
a sudden a wave came over and took my feet from under me,” he said. “My feet were in 
the water and I’m holding on to this stanchion for dear life. They tell you, if you fall 
overboard in a convoy [ship], there’s nobody to pick you up.”  

Wartime service but no recognition 

Mariners served alongside Navy gun crews on Liberty ships, but they were not issued 
uniforms or weapons. And unlike Navy personnel, mariners such as Laskowitz who served 
honorably were denied a veteran’s benefits — no GI Bill and no flag to drape your casket.  
Bill even had to purchase his own uniform, as they were not provided to members. It 
wasn’t until 1988 that the Defense Department, under pressure from a federal court 
ruling, granted veteran status to WWII-era mariners. It was already too late for many of 
the wartime heroes. 

Laskowitz returned to St. Louis after the war, married and raised five daughters where he 
enjoyed a long career as an electrician. But the lack of recognition for his wartime valor 
still bothers him. “We had the highest mortality rate of any of the services,” Bill said. 

Bill kept his photo Liberty Ship SS Juan de Fuca 
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“People were torpedoed, lost at sea, any number of things. Some were even prisoners of 
war. Yet every Fourth of July, it’s always Army, Navy, Marine Corps this and that, and 
never any mention of Merchant Marine. And without the Merchant Marine, nobody 
would have had any supplies over there.” 

After he returned from overseas he married his wife 
Mary Lou on 14-SEP 1946. Bill was a proud member 
of I.B.E.W. Local 1 and had a long, successful career 
as an electrician. He retired from Anheuser Busch in 
1990. He settled in O’Fallon MO where he shared his 
time and many talents, helping family and friends as 
a handyman, volunteering at church, singing in choirs, 
and playing his beloved harmonica. 

Thank you for your service, Bill Laskowitz.  Rest In Peace!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ralph Barrale, the founder of the museum, called the 
Merchant Marine the “unsung heroes of World War II.”   It 
is at his direction that the museum proudly flies a Merchant 
Marine flag alongside those of the other Armed Forces, and 
honors these men.   

  

Bill’s model of the SS Juan de Fuca is on display at the St. 
Charles County Veterans Museum. 
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An interesting note regarding the SS Juan de Fuca:  

It was laid down as the liberty ship Juan de Fuca 
under a Maritime Commission contract (MCE hull 
1747) on 15 November 1942 at Vancouver, 
Washington, by the Oregon Shipbuilding 
Company[note 1] and launched on 27 December 
1942. The ship was delivered to the War Shipping 
Administration (WSA) on 11 January 1943 and 
immediately placed under a standard WSA 
operating agreement with Weyerhauser 
Steamship Company. 

While in service in the Atlantic and Mediterranean she came under fire at least once, on 
4 October 1943, and was credited with downing two attacking aircraft and assisting in 
driving off the remaining planes. During the Battle of Mindoro she was torpedoed and 
damaged by a Japanese aircraft, without casualties, in the South China Sea 20 miles off 
Mindoro, Philippines. She was beached on Ambulong Island. She was refloated and towed 
to Subic Bay. On 30 December 1944 the ship was declared a total constructive loss. Later 
repaired, the ship entered United States Navy service under bareboat charter from WSA 
as USS Araner (IX-226) on 23 September 1945 and placed in service that same day with 
Lieutenant Henry Morath in charge. 

Araner appears to have contributed very little service to the United States Navy. She was 
inspected by an inspection and survey board at Leyte during October, the month following 
the beginning of her naval service. In January 1946, probably as a result of that inspection, 
she received orders to be towed to Subic Bay where all her naval gear was stripped 
pending her deactivation. On 22 August 1946, she was placed out of service at Subic Bay 
and simultaneously turned over to the Maritime Commission's War Shipping 
Administration for disposal. That organization finally sold her along with fourteen other 
vessels to the Asia Development Corporation, Shanghai on 29 January 1948 for scrapping. 
Her name was struck from the Navy list on 29 October 1948. 

 


