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THE BATTL ESH I PUSSM |SSISSI PPI asﬂlookeddunngWorldWar .

Shl p, just 100 yardsfrom the USS M |ssour| wherethe Offl Ci aI end of thewar

Membersof itscrew witnessed thesigning of thesurrender papersfromtheir wasdeclared on Sept. 2, 1945.

Oberlin man was there
when Japan surrendered

Sailor remembers hlstorlc end to World War i

i
DECK EDOUTlnhlsNavyunlform GeneLeltnerofOberlln
(above) ashelooked during World War 11. Heand hiswife,
Marcella, are shown on their farm near Traer following the
war.

By MARY LOU OL SON

Military personnel at home and
abroad 60 years ago, along with
those on the home front, rejoiced
whentheofficial end of World War
Il was declared on Sept. 2, 1945,
aboardthebattleship USSMissouri
inTokyo Bay.

Gene Leitner, an Oberlin man
whowasservingwiththeU.S. Navy
aboard the USS Mississippi, re-
memberstheday well, sincehisship
wasdocked alongsidetheMissouri
for the historic event.

Hesaid hewitnessed thesigning,
which brought peace to the world
after nearly half adecade, fromjust
100yardsaway.

TheUSSMississippi waschosen
to bein Tokyo Bay for the surren-
der mainly becausetheoriginal USS
Mississippi had anchored therein
1853inthe samelocation, hesaid.

The headline above a picture of
the ship in the Aug. 30, 1945, edi-
tion of The Oberlin Herald, said,
“USS Missouri to be scene of his-
toricJap surrender. Below, thecap-
tion declared: “ The United States
Navy's mighty 45,000-ton battle-
ship, theUSSMissouri, will end her
World War Il career in a blaze of
glory Sept. 2, 1945, in Tokyo Bay,
when she servesasthe scene of the
historic unconditional surrender of
Japan to the United Nations.
Proudly bearing the name of the
home state of President Harry
S.Truman, the fightng USS Mis-
souri hasbeennamed by theGeneral
of the Army Douglas MacArthur,
SupremeAllied Commander, asthe
locale of the formal ending of the
war inthe Pacific.”

A farm boy from Traer, Mr.
Leitner said heenlistedintheNavy
just after heturned 17. He attended
gradeschool at Traer andcompleted
the two years of high school there.
Russell Andersonwasprincipal and
ateacher at Traer and his wife,
Melba, also taught there. Mr.
L eitner wasoneof four sonsof Paull
and Theresia (Wendelin) Leitner.
TheotherswereRobert, Marvinand
Jerald.

“| enlisted at the courthouse in
Oberlin, then boarded the “polly-
wog” train at Traer, whichtook me
toKansasCity,” hesaid.“1 wassent
to Farragut Idaho, where | com-
pleted two monthsof boot training.
After a short leave, we went to
Brementon, Wash., for six weeksof
training, then were assigned to the
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‘WAR’SENDKI SS' wasapopular photoin 1945after au.S.
Navy sailor grabbed a stranger in New Y ork. The Leitners
daughtersfound apurse for their mother with the above pic-

tureonit.

USSMississippi, wherel served as
agunner’ smatethird class.”

The Mississippi crew assisted
with the invasion of the Marshall
Islands, using 14-inch big gunsto
destroy aseawall at thewesternend
of theisland. They also fought in
battles at Kavieng Diversion, at
New Ireland; Palauldands, thePhil-
ippines, inpreparationfor theinva-
sionof Leyteand L uzon; aseabattle
at Surgo Strait; and Okinawa.

After Okinawawas secured, Mr.
Leitner saidthatthe Missy” joined
themain body of the Third Flest.

Mr. Leitner said he lost many
shipmates during those battles, and
he often helped prepare the bodies
beforethey wereburied at sea.

“We always said ‘The Lord’s
Prayer’ atthecloseof eachservice,”
herecalled.

“ After thewar endedon Aug. 14,
our shiparrived near Tokyo Bay on
Aug. 27 and as it stood by the en-

trance of TokyoBay,” hesaid, “we
had our guns pointed at Tokyo,
ready for any unforseen action. As
far asthe eye could see, and to the
horizon, wasevery typeof ship, the
most | had ever seen assembled at
onetime.”

In astory, ashipmate, EM 2/C
JohnY akushik, wrote, hesaid, “On
Aug. 31,1945, theformal surrender
drew near. The Mississippi wasor-
dered to enter Tokyo Bay and an-
chor inthe approximate areawhere
CommodorePerry had anchoredthe
first Mississippi in 1853. Whenthe
surrendering was completed, we
were homeward bound, to the city
of New Orleans, U.S.A., by way of
the Panama Canal. From New Or-
leans, the ship was ordered to Nor-
folk, Va

“TheUSSMississppi BB41holds
the sole distinction of all capital
shipsof thelineduring World War
IlintheU.S. Navy for knockingout

—Gene Leitner photos

acastle. Shuri Castle on Okinawa,
which was the headquarters of the
Japanese forces, was touted as be-
ing impossible to destroy. The
Mighty Missy completely de-
stroyed it and also fired more mil-
lions of tons of steel at the enemy
than any other U.S. Navy ship dur-
ingtheWar.”

“When the war was officially
over, we had atwo-day celebration
after serving those 20 monthsover-
seasinthe South Pacific, thenwegot
a30-day |eavebeforereceiving our
discharge at Dodge City,” Mr.
Leitner said. “When we arrived in
the States, | wasso happy that | bent
down and kissedthe U.S. soil.

“l gotintoMcCook at4a.m., sol
checked into ahotel, took ashower
and spent the night before calling
my parents. My mother checked me
over thoroughly tobesurel wasnot
injured.”

He received an honorable dis-
charge on May 25, 1946, from the
Naval Personnel Separation Center
in Norman, Okla., signed by the
commander, Capt. Carlson.

Mr. Leitner married Marcelle
Riepl, daughter of Bill and Anng
(Huitfles) Riepl of Herndon, onMay
25, 1949, and they farmed in the
Traer areauntil retiringand moving
to Oberlinin 1990.

They have three daughters,
Patricia Tongish, who assists her
husbandinhisauto body businessat
Newton; BarbaraL eitner, ateacher
at Kirtland Elementary School at
Farmington, N.M.; and DonnaWil-
son, aregistered nurse practitioner
at Via Christi Hospital in Wichita.
They havefivegrandchildren.

Sincethewar, Mr. Leitner said, he
and hiswife have attended some of
hisNavy reunionsand several bud-
dieshave visitedat theirfarmhome.

“Wetook themtoalambfry at the
HerndonV eteransof Foreign Wars
Post, whichthey really enjoyed,” he
said.

Mr. Leitner is a member of the
Herndon VFW and Oberlin Ameri-
canLegion.

After thewar ended, Mr. Leitner
said that the USS Missouri wasre-
tired to the harbor at Honolulu, but
the Mississippi was later sold as
scrapiron to Japan.

“AlthoughtheNavy diditsshare
inwinning World War |1, wenever
could have done it without all the
help of the other branches of the
military,” hesaid.



