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Age: 18 
Parents: Joseph Pieretti & Adelaide Phelps 
Conflict: World War II 
Country Enlisted In: United States of America 
Country of Death: France  
Relation: Maternal Half 6th Cousin 1X Removed 

 

Seaman First Class Robert Richard Pieretti, United States Naval Reserve, gave his life in 
service to his country during operations oƯ the coast of Normandy in the  
Second World War. He was only eighteen years old. 

Serving aboard the Liberty ship SS William D. Burnham, Pieretti was part of  
the Allied logistical eƯort supporting operations following the liberation of  
Normandy. These merchant and naval supply ships were essential to  
sustaining the advance across France, yet they remained vulnerable to  
German submarine attack even late in the war. 

On 23 November 1944, while sailing alone after missing its convoy, the  
USS William D. Burnham was torpedoed by German submarine U-978  
approximately five miles oƯ Barfleur, France. A first torpedo struck the  
stern, crippling the ship and flooding her holds. As rescue eƯorts were  
underway, a second torpedo struck, destroying a lifeboat and killing many  
of the men attempting to escape. Of those aboard, eighteen crew members  
and armed guards were lost, including Seaman Pieretti. 

Though the damaged ship was later towed to Cherbourg, she was declared  
a total loss. Robert Pieretti was lost at sea, and his body was never  
recovered. 

He is commemorated on the semi-circular  
Tablets of the Missing at the Normandy American  
Cemetery and Memorial at Colleville-sur-Mer, overlooking the very  



waters in which he perished. There, his name stands among those who have no known 
grave but the sea. 
 

Seaman First Class Robert Richard Pieretti represents the many young sailors who served 
in the dangerous but 
often overlooked supply 
missions of the war. His 
sacrifice, made far from 
home at such a young 
age, remains part of the 
enduring cost of victory in 
Europe. 

He is remembered with 
honour and gratitude. 
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