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W hen Morris Mixson started working as a 
stockroom clerk in the University of Florida’s 
chemistry department in 1948, he did so under 

chemistry curator Burton Otte.
 Glad to have work after his time in the war and a few odds 
and ends after, Mixson became a protégé to Otte. He learned 
all the intricacies of the job, a behind-the-scenes role that 
keeps the chemistry department afl oat.
 Managing the purchases and shipments of hundreds of 
different chemicals. Storing them. Dispensing them to faculty 
and students. Keeping up with increasing regulations on them. 
Also managing beakers, fl asks and all the other equipment.
 But a noticeable difference emerged between the styles of 
mentor and protégé, who became the curator himself in the 
mid-‘60s upon Otte’s retirement.
 Otte ran the stockroom “like a tyrant,” said William Dolbier, 
who’s been with the department since 1966 and today serves 
as its chair. Otte kept chemicals — especially the regularly 
used solvent ethyl alcohol during the Prohibition era — under 
lock and key, with multiple signatures needed and only profes-
sors allowed to check them out, never students.
 “He ran that stockroom with an iron fi st,” Dolbier said, “and 
then Morris was brought up and taught by Otte how to run 
the stockroom. But when Morris took it over, he had a much 
lighter hand.”
 “What you remember about Morris is that he was one of the 
most cooperative people in the world,” he added. “He would 
never say something couldn’t be done; he would fi nd a way to 

do it. And he always had a smile.
 “Whether it was a faculty member or a graduate student or 
a staff member or an undergraduate, he always treated them 
with respect, and everybody loved Morris.”
 Mixson approaches his time at UF a little differently, re-
membering the craziness of lab accidents and chemicals ending 
up down the drain pre-regulations, as well as him holding the 
position for four decades despite not graduating from college.
 “They all thought I had a degree, but I didn’t have any col-
lege degree,” said the Gainesville resident and Navy veteran, 
who retired from the job in 1989 and turned 90 in August. 
“I’ve helped many a graduate student get started and get go-
ing with his research. I knew enough to stay out of trouble. I 
didn’t get blown up, anyway.”
 And shortly before UF, during his time in the Pacifi c aboard 
LST-1041, Mixson avoided disaster, too, today being able to 
recall that time as one of the roughly 700,000 World War II 
veterans still living from the original 16 million. But their sto-
ries, he said, seem to be falling from the mind of America.
 “Most people don’t realize what happened back then now. 
World War II, people are beginning to forget all about it,” he 
said, adding jokingly, “All you hear now is Vietnam.”
 Mixson grew up on a vegetable farm in the rural communi-
ty of Flemington in northwest Marion County. Being told the 
draft would come for him anyway, he volunteered for the Navy 
in the fall of 1944 after his junior year at Reddick High School. 
(He was 18 then because a school transfer as a child forced 
him to repeat fi rst grade.)
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World War II veteran Morris Mixson, a retired University of 
Florida chemistry employee and Gator fan, sits in the living 

room of his Gainesville home with his dachshund, Lucky.
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 “I decided I wasn’t getting anywhere there,” Mixson said of 
leaving his hometown and joining the military, “and out in the 
country where I lived, I couldn’t get to Reddick hardly for the 
football and basketball practices because my folks didn’t have 
no way to get me back and forth.”
 Though Mixson didn’t know it at the time, his cousin, 
Ralph Mixson, had likely already been killed in the war. The 
family later found out that he survived the brutal Bataan 
Death March, which saw the Japanese forcing maybe 75,000 
American and Filipino prisoners 65 miles across Luzon Island 
in the Philippines.

 But the Ocala native died afterward in a prison camp, a 
survivor of the camp later said. Veterans of Foreign Wars Post 
4209 in Ocala is named after Ralph Mixson and J.T. Mc-
Cullough, the fi rst Ocala casualties from the war.
 Morris Mixson went through boot camp at the Great Lakes 
Naval Training Center in Illinois and received further naval 
training at Camp Bradford in Virginia.
 It was then off to Pittsburg to board his newly made
ship — LST (Landing Ship, Tank) 1041 — which launched on 
Jan. 20, 1945.
 The 328-foot-long ship would serve primarily for troop, sup-

At his dining-room table, Mixson goes through his logbook from his service aboard LST (Landing Ship, Tank) 1041. The list of to-and-from destina-
tions (left) shows the frequent movement among Guam, Saipan, Okinawa and other Pacifi c islands as the ship transported troops, supplies, vehicles 
and mail. Mixson transcribed his Thanksgiving 1945 menu (bottom right), which included ham, turkey, mashed potatoes, other staples of the holiday, 
cigarettes and candy.
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ply, vehicle and even mail transport, though it did carry 20mm 
and 40mm guns topside for defense. The fl at-bottom design 
allowed such ships to beach themselves for direct unloading.
 Mixson and the rest of the 226-person crew started from the 
Ohio River in Pittsburg to get to the Mississippi and then to the 
Gulf of Mexico. His topside job proved rough on the Missis-
sippi amid winter, so he requested a different assignment.
 “It was cold, man, it was cold, and ice [was] in the river,” he 
remembered. “I was just a deckhand, and I got tired of han-
dling them lines. So I volunteered for mess duty.”
 (The mess work, which came with extra monthly pay be-
cause of the long hours, was on a rotational basis, so Mixson 
eventually returned to the deck.)
 In the gulf, the ship had its shakedown cruise, the term for 
testing seaworthiness.
 The shakedown ended with docking in New Orleans, where 
some nice-looking women charged Mixson and other service-
men to pose together in photographs.
 There, four PT (Patrol Torpedo) boats — made famous by 
the heroism on PT-109, the one commanded by John F. Ken-
nedy pre-presidency — were loaded onto the ship and were 
carried through the Panama Canal, along the West Coast and 
to Seattle.
 Already fi tted with Russian equipment, the PT boats were 

taken by the Russian crews awaiting them in Seattle across the 
Northern Pacifi c to the allied country — a transfer allowed by 
the Lend-Lease Act.
 LST-1041’s crew knew all along the eventual destination 
was the Pacifi c front, and on May 12, 1945, just a few days 
after Victory in Europe Day, the ship set out for Pearl Harbor 
loaded with amphibious DUKW (popularly “duck”) vehicles.
 The details of the specifi cs after Pearl — transporting sol-
diers and supplies from island to island to island — get some-
what hazy for Mixson these decades later, but his well-orga-
nized logbook and scrapbook greatly aid in the recollections.
 From Pearl, the ship went to Eniwetak Atoll in the Marshall 
Islands, then to Guam, then to Saipan, then to Okinawa, the 
site of the last great battle of the Pacifi c and its bloodiest.
 LST-1041 arrived on the Okinawa shoreline on July 4, about 
two weeks after the battle’s declared conclusion, to drop off 
DUKWs. Mixson was surprised to see the vehicles staffed by 
black Americans, a rarity amid the highly segregated military.
 He also recalled seeing Japanese pillbox emplacements and 
religious tombs built by the natives of the island.
 Kamikaze attacks — Mixson called them “suicide planes” 
in his logbook — frequently befell the waters around Okinawa, 
but in LST-1041’s six days there, it didn’t see an attack, nor did 
it encounter enemies in its full tenure in the Pacifi c. Mixson did 
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think once, though, that it had taken a shell while off Okinawa.
 “We had a big explosion, and we thought, ‘Oh heck, we’ve 
been hit,’” he said. “And everybody run to the top deck. They 
didn’t want to be down below” in case of sinking.
 But it turned out to be a malfunction from the smoke 
generator. These machines were equipped to ships to create 
a dense fog overhead from water and the output from oil that 
would disguise the activity below — be it ships or beach land-
ing parties emerging from them — from enemy airplanes.
 The malfunction wasn’t uncommon. These machines 
“were known to fl are up and burst into fl ames at times,” ac-
cording to the 2016 book “The U.S. Navy’s ‘Interim’ LSM(R)s 
in World War II.”
 “It would get so thick with that smoke,” Mixson recalled of 
when the machine worked, “you could reach out and grab it.”
 LST-1041 traveled frequently after Okinawa and made 
several journeys between Guam, Saipan and Okinawa again 
but also to Agrihan — which is, like Guam and Saipan, in the 
Mariana Islands chain.
 Though the ship traveled in the heart of convoys of up to 88 
ships, including those much more equipped for combat, its crew 
was often ordered to general quarters, meaning be prepared at 
battle stations. Mixson’s post: one of the 12 20mm guns.
 But things never turned fearfully dicey.
 At Agrihan, Mixson wrote in his logbook that he “had 
lot[s] of fun. Ate coconuts and bananas and brought some 
aboard. Natives wanted to go back to Saipan with us, and I 
don’t blame them.”
 The inhabitants of the small island, who got a tour of LST-
1041, perhaps wanted to immigrate to Saipan because of the 
larger landmass, Mixson said.
 The time on board often included tedious tasks, like 
painting the deck under the hot sun, as Mixson noted in his 
logbook. Meanwhile, with nothing much else to do, poker 
ruled the night.
 “We played a lot of poker,” he said, noting that he was 
by no means a shark and today still owes money to a fellow 
sailor from Georgia.
 Among the more eventful duties of the ship was transporting 
Marines between islands who brought their combat dogs along.
 “They had them under control real good,” Mixson said. 
“When they told them to do something, them dogs would do 
it. But you walk by there and you’re a stranger to them, they 
just act like they’re going to eat you up. The trainer would 
have to calm them down.”
 Starting with the Bougainville Campaign in November 
1943 and through the battles on Guam, Peleliu, Iwo Jima 
and Okinawa, the dogs, mainly Doberman pinschers, led 
patrols to alert the Marines of enemies hidden in the island 

A map (middle) shows islands in the Mariana archipelago, some of 
which LST-1041 (top and bottom) made transport runs to and from. The 
Marianas saw signifi cant fi ghting during the war as part of the U.S. 
strategy of island hopping.
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Memory loss due to 
Alzheimer’s and other 
forms of dementia is 

devastating not only to patients, but 
to caregivers as well. The dif! culty 
lies not only in seeing a loved one 
decline, but also in witnessing their 
frustration and anger. Dementia 
patients can often become combative 
or even violent, lashing out at family 
or friends when everyday tasks 
become impossible to carry out.
 The professionals at Caretenders 
understand the difficult transition 
that patients and caregivers go 
through as dementia takes its toll. 
This is in part because they have 
been trained using the Virtual 
Dementia Tour® (VDT), an interactive 
system that mimics the sensations 
often experienced by Alzheimer’s 
patients. For the past two years, 
Caretenders has also brought VDT 
to caregivers, residents and the 
general public to foster a better 
understanding of the condition. 
 “VDT really brings awareness 
of what dementia and Alzheimer’s 
patients go through,” said Susan 
Swirbul, a patient care liason at 
Caretenders. “It’s an awareness 
program that our company felt needed 
to come to this community.” 
 Subjects undergoing VDT are ! rst 

asked a series of questions before 
putting on gloves with popcorn in the 
! ngertips, which simulates the nerve 
damage of neuropathy, and goggles 
that mimic macular degeneration. 
They also wear earphones that 
supply garbled noises often heard 
by Alzheimer’s patients, making it 
dif! cult for them to focus. Subjects 
are then put into a darkened room 
and given ! ve minutes to perform ! ve 
tasks without assistance. 
 The results are dramatic. 
Participants often become frustrated 
or embarrassed, and some give up 
completely before the simulation 
is complete. Once out of the 
environment, the subject sits down 
with a nurse to discuss the test and 
answer more questions. 
 “It’s a big eye opener for a lot of 
people. They say, ‘Now I realize when 
I’m yelling at them or when I get really 
frustrated,’ and ‘I didn’t realize that’s 
what is coming at them,’ said Swirbul. 
‘It really is an attitude adjustment, 
and it creates a much higher level of 
empathy for those patients.”
 VDT is one of the many tools 
Caretenders uses to educate people 
about the devastating effects of 
dementia, with the goal of providing 
complete care for patients, caregivers 
and the public.

VirtualVirtual
Dementia Tour Dementia Tour ®®

A WINDOW INTO THE WORLD OF ALZHEIMER’S
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jungles, stood on guard at night, and detected mines and other 
hazards. In recognition of the 25 dogs that lost their lives on 
Guam, a memorial was erected in 1994 on the island and is 
topped by a Doberman statue.
 The atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Naga-
saki on Aug. 6 and Aug. 9, 1945, respectively, and Japan relayed 
its acceptance of surrender on Aug. 10 — on the condition that 
Emperor Hirohito be allowed to stay in power.
 The U.S. replied on Aug. 12 that this stipulation would be 
determined by the “Supreme Commander of the Allied Pow-
ers,” not Japan, and this led to 
a further delay until Hirohito 
fi nally announced the surrender 
over the radio at noon on Aug. 
15, according to the History 
channel.
 This back-and-forth might 
explain the confusion aboard 
LST-1041. Mixson’s Aug. 10 
logbook entry says that Japan 
had surrendered, but the Aug. 
12 one says, “Blowing whistles 
and raising all kinds of hell only 
to hear that it wasn’t over.”
 But then on Aug. 15, while 
the ship was at Agrihan, Mixson 
noted in his logbook that things 
were offi cial.
 “We just really hollered and 
hooped,” he said of the celebra-
tion. “I do remember one thing: 
I remember after the war ended, 
the poker games slowed down.” 
(This was because the upcoming 
discharges would mean no more 
military paychecks.)
 It wouldn’t be until June ’46, 
though, that Mixson would be 
discharged, and he spent several 
more months in the Pacifi c, 
including during the typhoon of Sept. 16, 1945, which wreaked 
havoc on the ships docked in Bucker Bay at Okinawa and 
killed six aboard an LCI (Landing Craft, Infantry) ship.
 The heavier ships docked there — the battleships Califor-
nia, Nevada, Tennessee and Texas and the cruiser Alaska, 
Mixson’s logbook says — made it out OK. But more than a 
dozen lighter ships, according to a news report from the time, 
didn’t come out unscathed, including an LCT that sank and 
Mixson’s LST.

 “That storm, you could hardly stand up on the main deck,” 
he remembered, describing damage to his ship’s propellers 
when it collided with another ship. “It was really blowing.”
 As part of its post-war duties, LST-1041 transferred B-29 
bomber parts to ally Chinese Nationalists in their confl ict 
against the Communists in the country’s civil war. But the 
time on board didn’t return to the intensity of wartime.
 “Last day of old 1945,” Mixson wrote for his Jan. 1, 1946, 
entry. “Had a pretty good time seeing the old year out and new 
year in. New Year’s Day. Don’t feel very good. G.P.D.D.L.N.”

   The acronym’s meaning: 
got pretty damn drunk last 
night. “I guess they let us have 
a beer party or something,” 
Mixson said.
   When Mixson left the 
service that June, he held the 
rank of seaman and was still a 
teenager.
   He returned to Reddick 
High School, fi nished up his 
degree there, helped some 
back on the farm, attended 
Massey Business College in 
Jacksonville only to fi nd out he 
didn’t want to be a bookkeeper 
and quit, and ended up at UF’s 
chemistry department in 1948 
through a jobs program.
   As for the explosions in the 
department, Mixson remem-
bered students once experi-
menting with what’s called a 
pressure reactor and putting it 
on machine that was meant to 
shake the device.
   “Well, about the time they 
got it in there and started to 
rocking it — Boom! It went off, 
and it blew half-inch metal 

through the side of the wall,” he said. “I don’t know why it 
didn’t hit somebody.”
 He met his wife, Barbara Rose, while attending church in 
Flemington, and the two married in 1950. Also a long-time UF 
employee, she passed away in 2013.
 Mixson has four children, “about eight” grandchildren and 
three great-grandchildren. He’s held Gator football season 
tickets every year since 1964, so naturally, his retirement hob-
bies include going the games.

After its shakedown cruise in the Gulf of Mexico, LST-1041 
docked in New Orleans, where Mixson (second from left) and 
other sailors paid to pose with women.
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 “I’m kind of looking for them to be pretty good,” he said of 
upcoming season.
 On refl ecting on his participation in the greatest armed 
confl ict in human history, Mixson described it like this: “The 
time in the service was quite a learning experience to me, but 
it wasn’t anything benefi cial to me, I think, in my life. It was a 
country boy went and served some. I did learn a lot.” s

If you know a WWII veteran in North Central Florida who would 
like to tell his or her story to Senior Times, please email Michael 
Stone at MichaelStone428@gmail.com.
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