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CHARLES EDWARD MILLS 
US MERCHANT MARINES 1943-1944 

Charles Mills was born 22 JUL 1921 in Saint Louis, MO.  His 
father was Joseph Fay Mills (1889–1960) and his mother was 
Helen Peterbilt Nicholl (1894–1994).  Charles had six sisters: 
Harriet (1911-1972), Norma (1913-1980), Ruth (1916-1927), 
Helen (1917-2010), Virginia (1923-2000), and Marian (1927-
2004).  He had two brothers: Russell (1920-1920) and Milton 
(1927-1952).  According to the 1930 Federal Census, the 
family lived at 3406 Blair Avenue in St. Louis MO, and were 
listed as sƟll residing there in the 1940 census. At that Ɵme 
18-year-old Charles’s occupaƟon was listed as, “Punch Press 
Helper.”  Charles had completed eighth grade in Elementary 
school.  On 15-NOV 1941 Charles married Jane Maxine 
Meeks. 

Charles enlisted in the Merchant Marines 16-MAY 
1943.  At that Ɵme, Merchant Marine recruits 
were typically issued dungarees, chambray shirts, 
underwear, white and blue sailor hats, one set of 
dress blues, sailor Ɵes, dress black shoes, very 
heavy work shoes, black socks, and a seaman’s 
black turtleneck sweater.   

About Liberty Ships 

During World War II, most Merchant Marine sailors served on Liberty Ships.  Liberty ships 
were a class of cargo ship built in the United States for the war effort. Though BriƟsh in 
concept, the design was adopted by the United States for its simple, low-cost construcƟon. 
Mass-produced on an unprecedented scale, the Liberty ship came to symbolize U.S. 
warƟme industrial output. The class was developed to meet BriƟsh orders for transports 
to replace ships that had been lost.  

Eighteen American shipyards built 2,710 Liberty ships between 1941 and 1945 (an average 
of three ships every two days), easily the largest number of ships ever produced to a single 
design.  The ships were 441 feet long and 56 feet wide.  They had a maximum speed of 11 
knots (12.65 mph). The slow-moving ships, and the civilian mariners who maneuvered 
them, were easy targets for enemy fire.   



Liberty Ships carried a crew of 44 Merchant 
Marines and 12-25 Navy Crewmen.  Ships were 
armed with one 3” gun, one 4” or 5” stern gun, 
two 37 mm bow guns, six 20 mm machine guns. 
Typically, a Liberty ship crew consisted of deck and 
engine seamen.  The deck crew was made up of a 
Boatswain (Bosun), Able Body Seamen, (ABS) and 
Ordinary Seamen (OS). Deck officers consisted of 
Captain, 1st Mate, 2nd Mate, 3rd Mate.  Other 
officers were the Purser, who paid the men, Medical Man and Radioman.  The Steward’s 
department consisted of Chief Steward, Chief Cook, 2nd Cook, 3rd Cook and Officers 
Mess/Crews Mess Scullery Man.   

The engine department consisted of oilers, firemen, water tenders, wipers, and a deck 
engineer.  Engine Officers included Chief Engineer, 1st Assistant Engineer, 2nd Assistant 
Engineer, 3rd Assistant Engineer.  The ship also had a Carpenter, twenty Naval Gunners 
and a Signalman (Flagman).  

Merchant Marine CasualƟes 

There were 243,000 mariners that served during the war. Of those, 9,521 (roughly 4% ) 
perished while serving.  This total is a higher proporƟon of those killed than any other 
branch of the U.S. military. Two-hundred Liberty ships were sunk in World War II.   

The U-boat war was parƟcularly unforgiving to Merchant Mariners. There were 733 
Merchant Marine ships sunk due to enemy aƩacks, and the Japanese captured 609 
mariners as prisoners of war. German and Japanese sank six ships manned by the 
Merchant Marine in 1941 before Pearl Harbor, making mariners some of the first 
American casualƟes of the growing global conflict.  

Sailing to Unknown DesƟnaƟons  

Merchant Mariners were told never to talk about their ship or cargoes.  Every Merchant 
Seaman was invesƟgated by the FBI.  It was rumored there was a CIA/FBI man secretly 
placed in every ship’s crew.  There were posters everywhere across America that said, 
“Loose Lips Sink Ships.”  Their desƟnaƟon was not known unƟl they arrived.  Radio silence 
was kept between ships.  Semaphore flags were used between ships for orders.  The 
signalmen were usually Navy men and signals were coded.   

Typically, aŌer a ship’s cargo was fully loaded, it would meet up with others and form a 
convoy.  They had a highly secret rendezvous spot.  Fast convoys leŌ every six days and 
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made the crossing to Great Britain in 13 or 14 days. Slow convoys leŌ every six days as 
well, but took up to 16 or 17 days to sail across the AtlanƟc, always zigzagging.   

 
Underappreciated Hazardous Duty  

In his book, “My Life as a U.S. Merchant Marine in World War II”, Charles Hoffman wrote, 
“We were told that convoys never stopped to pick up survivors.  The cargo was more 
important than the men.” 

These men risked their lives supplying the various branches of the armed forces and joint 
operaƟons with the tools needed to win the war. Many promises were made to Merchant 
Marine sailors when they joined the service. Many of these promises were never kept.  In 
the book by Gerald Reminick, “Patriots and Heroes, True Stories of the US Merchant 
Marine in World War II”, it is stated: “In the enƟre Allied Merchant Marine, 1 in 6 Merchant 
Marines were killed, taken prisoner, seriously wounded, marooned in foreign ports, or 
treated as spies.  Another liƩle-known fact was, in the Merchant Marine, as soon as your 
ship was sunk, your pay stopped.  OŌen, men were marooned in foreign or enemy ports.  
Men fortunate to get to a launched lifeboat when their ship was sunk, oŌen died in them 
from weather or enemy acƟon.”   

Charles Edward Mills was discharged 17-AUG 1944. Charles and his wife Jane had one 
child (Gary) during their marriage. They had one foster child, Joseph.  According to the 
1950 Federal Census, Charles, aged 28, lived with Jane at 2607 Herbert Avenue in St. Louis.  
His occupaƟon was listed as a “Shipping Clerk” in the Wholesale Baking Industry.  Charles 
and Jane later lived in Florissant, St. Louis County, MO. Later, Charles’ occupaƟon was 
“Traffic Manager” at A.D.P.  He reƟred with 17 years of service.   

Charles’ sister, Marian was also a veteran.  Marian Marie Mills (1927–2004) served in the 
U.S. Marine Corps and Marine Corp Reserve from 1950-1958.   

Benefits? 

Returning Armed Forces veterans revceived a weekly unemployment check unƟl they 
found employment.  Merchant Marine sailors were told they were not eligible and so they 
received nothing.  Nor were they eligible to receive benefits from the G.I. Bill.  The bill, 
formally known as the Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944, was a law that provided a 
range of benefits for some of the returning World War II veterans (commonly referred to 
as G.I.’s). Enacted by President Roosevelt on June 22, 1944, the G.I. Bill provided World 
War II veterans with funds for college educaƟon, unemployment insurance, job-finding 
assistance and government backing on housing loans.  



The G.I. Bill put higher educaƟon within the reach 
of millions of veterans of WWII and later military 
conflicts. In 1947, World War II veterans accounted 
for nearly half of all college admissions. Over half 
of all World War II veterans parƟcipated in some 
form of educaƟon or job training with the benefits. 

Sadly, Charles, like many of the Merchant Marines, 
served his country but was not eligible for these 
valuable resources. Finally, in 1988, a U.S. District 
Judge ruled that the Department of Defense's 
views were arbitrary and unfair, prompƟng 
recogniƟon of mariners who served in specific 
defense capabiliƟes between 1941-1945 as 
veterans and eligible for GI Bill benefits.  In 1988, 
the mariners became eligible for benefits through 
the Department of Veterans Affairs.  At age 67, Charles was now eligible for the benefits 
he earned so many years ago.  

It is likely that Charles was awarded the following medals and commendaƟons: 

 World War II Victory Medal 
 Merchant Marine Emblem 
 AtlanƟc War Zone Bar 
 Mediterranean Middle East War Zone Bar 
 Good Conduct Medal 

 

Unsung Heroes 

Ralph Barrale (founder of the St. Charles County Veterans Museum in O’Fallon Missouri) 
called the Merchant Marine the “Unsung heroes of World War II.  On those ships were not 
military personnel but civilian volunteers hauling vital war cargo for the Allies. Merchant 
mariners were the supply line that provided virtually everything Allied armies needed to 
survive and fight on foreign baƩlefields. The seamen had no military standing or 
government benefits, but they possessed an unusual variety of courage and gave their 
lives for their country as valiantly as those in the armed forces did.   Every Merchant Marine 
sailor knew, if their ship was sunk, their pay immediately ceased.  These men had to wait 
43 years to be given the status of ‘veteran’”.  
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In 2020, Congress passed the Merchant Mariners of World War II Congressional Gold 
Medal Act to recognize the merchant mariners for their courage and contribuƟons during 
the war. 

Charles Edward Mills died on 15-SEP 1992, in St Louis, Missouri, at the age of 71.  He is 
buried alongside his wife Jane in Bellefontaine Cemetery in St. Louis Missouri.   
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