
 

HARVARD OSCAR KESSLER 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

US NAVY 1942-1946 
 

  



1 
 

HARVARD OSCAR KESSLER 
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EARLY LIFE 

Harvard Kessler was born 4-DEC 1923 in New Melle, 
Missouri.  His father was Herman William Kessler (1893-
1974).  His mother was Hertha “Hattie” Floratina Louise 
Dorman (1893-1931).  Harvard’s mother died in 
childbirth when he was about seven.  After the death of 
his mother, he was raised by his paternal Aunt Dora 
Kessler Niederjohn and his Uncle Omar.  During WWII 
they started the process to legally adopt him, but the 
paperwork wasn’t filed properly.  Harvard’s adoption was 
legally finalized in 1951.  Harvard married Dorris Delain 
Dauwalter on 17-SEP 1949 (1927-2016).  He had two 
sons; Gary and Steven and three daughters; Lois, Tammy 
and Michele.  Harvard did not use the Niederjohn name 
because he was about twenty-eight years old when the 
adoption finally was completed. 

THE SHORTEST LINE 

Harvard registered for the draft in Wentzville on 30-JUN 1942.  His contact listed on the 
draft card was Mrs. Omar Neiderjohn of Wentzville.  He worked in construction for House 
Erection Company during high school while he was in Wentzville.  Harvard started as their 
clerk but learned construction and became a union carpenter.  Harvard traveled to Texas 
and other places on various construction projects.  He was working with them on a project 
at Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri when he enlisted in the Navy.  Harvard would later tell 
people, “The Navy’s line was shorter than the Army line.”  Harvard had three brothers in 
the Army: Raymond Kessler of St.Charles, Herman “Buddy” Kessler, and Albert “Chockie” 
Kessler of New Melle. 

THE ONLY MAN “TARZAN” COULDN’T TEACH TO SWIM 

Harvard enlisted in the Navy 28-JAN 1943.  He was off to basic at the Great Lakes Naval 
Training Center.  The Navy expects sailors to be able to swim.  The Navy had hired Johnny 
Weissmuller as a swimming instructor. (Editor’s note: Johnny Weissmuller was an Austro-
Hungarian-born American competition swimmer, water polo player and actor. He was 

Kessler with his Uncle Omar and  
Aunt Dora Kessler Niederjohn 
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known for playing Edgar Rice Burroughs' ape man Tarzan in films of the 1930s and 1940s 
and for having one of the best competitive swimming records of the 20th century.  
The Navy also used him to teach recruits how to swim out of flame filled waters). 

Lois Kessler, Harvard’s daughter explained. “My father could not 
swim.  He said he almost drowned several times before they pulled 
him out of the water.  According to my father Johnny Weissmuller 
finally said, ‘I am not going to admit that I can’t teach some dumb 
son of a bitch (SOB) to swim’ and signed the papers that my father 
passed swimming!”  Lois continued, “the kids and my mom were 
watching the Merv Griffin Show (Editor’s note: From 1965 to 1986, 
Griffin hosted his own talk show, The Merv Griffin Show) one day 
when Johnny Weissmuller was a guest, they were talking about his 
time at Great Lakes Training Center.  Merv asked Johnny if there 
was ever anyone he couldn’t teach to swim.  Johnny replied, one 
dumb SOB at the Great Lakes.  We all jumped up and yelled 
Daddy’s famous!” 

SHIP ASSIGNMENT 

After Great Lakes Naval Training Center, Harvard 
was off to the U.S. Naval Training School in 
Urbana IL completing Amphibious Firemen 
training.  On 31-JUL 1943 he was assigned and 
reported aboard the USS Sheridan (APA-51). USS 
Sheridan (APA-51) was an Ormsby-class attack 
transport that served with the US Navy during 
World War II.  Sheridan was named after Civil 
War General Philip H. Sheridan. The ship was laid 
down (construction began) on 5-AUG 1942.   The 

USS Sheridan was commissioned on 31-JUL 1943.   Commander John J. Mockrish, USNR 
in command and Harvard was among the first crew members.   

Sheridan moved from Oakland to San Francisco on 31 August 1943; and, on 7 September, 
got underway for shakedown. Returning to San Francisco on 26 September, she loaded 
cargo and sailed for the western Pacific on 1-OCT. On 18-OCT, she delivered cargo at 
Noumea and on the 25th, she arrived at Wellington, New Zealand, where she embarked 
Marines and their equipment. 
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IN HARM’S WAY 

Departing New Zealand on 1-NOV 1943, the ship underwent 
amphibious training at Efate Island from the 7th to the 9th and 
sailed from there on the 13th for the invasion of the Gilbert 
Islands. Sheridan arrived off Tarawa early in the morning of 20-
NOV 1943 and began debarking troops shortly before noon and 
cargo in mid-afternoon. The next day, she began reembarking 
troops, boats, and casualties. Sailing on 24-NOV she arrived on 2-
DEC at Pearl Harbor, where she discharged her casualties and was 
inspected by Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz. 

On 5-DEC, she disembarked cargo and Marines at Hilo, T.H., and 
then proceeded to the west coast, arriving at San Diego on 13-
DEC.  Sheridan participated in practice landings at Oceanside, 

California, from 15 to 17-DEC 1943, and then welcomed the New Year 1944 with more 
exercises at San Clemente from 1-JAN to 5-JAN. She then received her combat 
consignment of troops and supplies and sailed from San Diego on 13-JAN 1944. 

She arrived off the beaches of Kwajalein Atoll on 31-JAN. Her troops participated in the 
landings at Roi on 1-FEB while Sheridan remained off the beaches offloading cargo and 
acting as a temporary hospital ship pending the arrival of hospital ship USS Solace (AH-5). 
Sheridan sailed on 8-FEB, offloaded troops and cargo at Maui on 16-FEB, and then moved 
to Pearl Harbor on 17 FEB to receive needed repairs. On 28-FEB 1944, Sheridan began an 
intensive period of amphibious training at Maui, which lasted, with two short breaks, until 
19-MAY.  

On 31-MAR a letter from Harvard appeared in the Wentzville Union.  The title of the article 
was “Home Boys Meet in the Pacific.”  In the letter he apologizes by saying he was “most 
negligent in writing and thank you for sending the Union (Wentzville Union Newspaper).”  
Harvard continued, “I can’t say where I have been or where I am at.  But it’s plenty warm 
here.  And I am having a good time and in the best of health. I had a surprise the other 
week when I was visited by Raymond Dunn and Fritz Rothermich both of whom are from 
Flint Hill and in the Navy.  We have quite a time talking about days gone by.”   

On 30-MAY, Sheridan sailed from Pearl Harbor with a task force bound for the Marianas. 
Arriving at Eniwetok on 9-JUN, Sheridan transferred troops to assigned LSTs and sailed on 
11-JUN for Saipan.  Arriving on 15-JUN, she debarked troops and cargo; and then 
embarked a large group of casualties on the 18th. She completed offloading cargo on 20-
JUN and sailed from Saipan the following day. After picking up more casualties at 
Eniwetok on 25-JUN and 26-JUN, she arrived at Pearl Harbor on 3-JUL 1944. 
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Sheridan embarked Army troops there on 4-JUL and sailed on the 9th arriving at Guam on 
the 22nd, a day after the initial landings, and debarked her troops the following day. The 
ship departed Guam on 28-JUL and arrived at Pearl Harbor on the 10th. There, she 
received repairs, and then embarked Army troops and equipment for the reconquest of 
the Philippines. 

After a week of amphibious training at Maui the first week of September, Sheridan 
departed Pearl Harbor on the 15th and arrived on 20-OCT in the transport area off Leyte 
where she put her troops ashore in the first waves.  Completing general unloading on the 
22nd, she sailed for Humboldt Bay the same day. After remaining there from 27-OCT to 
5-NOV, she arrived at Noemfoor Island on the 7th to load Army Air Force personnel and 
equipment, which she delivered at Leyte on the 18th. 

Arriving at Manus on the 24th, Sheridan sailed on the 28th for Torokina, Bougainville 
Island, where she arrived on 1-DEC 1944. There, she combat-loaded Army troops; and 
then underwent extensive training in amphibious operations, moving to Huon Gulf, New 
Guinea for the final rehearsal on the 19th.  Returning to Manus on the 21st, she sailed on 
31-DEC 1944 as part of an assault group bound for Lingayen Gulf.   

The force encountered heavy air opposition during the approach on 8-JAN 1945, but 
Sheridan arrived unscathed and landed her troops early the next day. She then took on 
board 108 Navy casualties and survivors mainly from the escort carrier USS Ommaney Bay 
(CVE-79), and sailed the same day for Leyte, arriving on the 12th. There, she embarked 
troops, and, after a landing rehearsal on 25-JAN, put them ashore on the 29th at La Paz, 
Philippine Islands, which turned out to be under the control of friendly guerrillas. The 
transport anchored in San Pedro, P.I., on 1 FEB 1945 and remained there until late March 
while the war moved closer to the Japanese homeland. 

FINAL ASSAULT, OKINAWA 

On 14-MAR 1945, Sheridan loaded troops for her final assault landing, Okinawa. After 
training in the Philippines, the transport sailed with an assault force on 27-MAR and put 
her troops ashore in the first waves at Okinawa on 1-APR 1945.  Departing Okinawa on 
the 5th, she arrived at San Francisco on 29-APR for a major overhaul. Repairs were carried 
out between 4-MAY and 26-JUN.   
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While serving on the U.S.S Sheridan, Kessler and his shipmates endured some intense 
battles, and the ship received some damage.  The Sheridan earned six battle stars.  She 
participated in: 

 Invasion of Tarawa 
 Invasion of Kwajalein 
 Invasion of Saipan 
 Invasion of Guam 
 Invasion of Leyte 
 Invasion of the Philippines 
 Invasion of Okinawa 

 

A NEW SHIP 

Harvard Oscar Kessler was granted a 15-day leave from early to late May.  He spent his 
leave with his Aunt and Uncle Mr. and Mrs. Omar Neiderjohann of Wentzville.  His time 
on the Sheridan ended while the ship was in for repairs in San Francisco.  On 11-JUN 1945, 
he boarded the U.S.S Ray K. Edwards, APD-96 a destroyer escort.  His rank was listed EMC 
3 (Electricians Mate 3rd Class).  

The Edward’s was laid down on 1-DEC 1943 by the Charleston Navy Yard and was 
launched on 19-FEB 1944, sponsored by Mrs. Lena M. Edwards, Corporal Edwards' 
mother. The ship was reclassified as a Crosley-class high-speed transport and 
redesignated APD-96 on 17-JUL 1944. After conversion to her new role, she was 
commissioned on 11-JUN 1945 with Lieutenant Caldwell R. Keyser in command.  This is 
when Kessler came onboard. He was among the first crew members to serve on the 
Edward’s. Fortunately, his time served on the U.S.S Ray K. Edwards was significantly more 
peaceful.   

Following shakedown off Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, U.S.S Ray K. Edwards steamed for the 
Pacific. World War II ended on 15-AUG 1945 while she was en route. She reached San 
Diego, California, on 21-AUG 1945 and Pearl Harbor, Territory of Hawaii, on 12-SEP 1945. 
There she became flagship of Transport Division 104.U.S.S Ray K. Edwards departed Pearl 
Harbor on 14-SEP 1945 bound for Eniwetok and Okinawa, and then steamed to Japan. 
She passed through the Bungo Strait and anchored in Fukuru Wan on 8-OCT 1945 to 
replenish minesweepers, tank landing ships (LSTs) and infantry landing craft (LCIs) 
assigned to that area. She remained in Japan through the end of 1945. 
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COMING HOME 

Returning to the United States, U.S.S Ray K. Edwards transited the Panama Canal on 24-
APR 1946 and, after visits to Boston, Massachusetts, Jacksonville, Florida, and Charleston, 
South Carolina, she was towed to Mayport, Florida, where she arrived on 13-AUG 1946. 

The U.S.S Ray K. Evans was decommissioned on 30-AUG 1946, Ray K. Edwards was 
berthed at Green Cove Springs, Florida, as part of the Atlantic Reserve Fleet. Harvard’s 
time aboard the Edwards ended.  He was released from the Navy 27-DEC 1946.  His last 
ship the Edwards, was stricken from the Navy List on 1-JUN 1960 and sold on 15-JUN 1961 
for scrap. 

Harvard Oscar Kessler was released from the Navy 27-DEC 1946. 

Lois said, “Harvard considered making the Navy a career 
but after the war he was stationed Florida to inventory 
ships.  If they had something extra (inventory), their orders 
were to throw it overboard in the ocean.  He said they were 
miles from the nearest town.  That’s when he decided the 
Navy wasn’t for him. He came home and used the GI bill to 
go to Embalming School in St Louis.  He first worked for 
Morris Muschany Mortuary (from Howell MO; a town that 
later was displaced when the government bought the land) 
but he also freelanced doing embalming for Marsh in Troy, 
Prinster in St Charles and Harding in Jonesburg.  When 
Muschany sold to Pitman Mortuary he started working with 
them.  It is a little-known fact that before there was an 
ambulance district the funeral homes operated the 
ambulance service. My father was on call 24/7.”   

About 1960 Harvard started working construction full time. Harvard Oscar Keesling built 
three homes for his family in Wentzville; a duplex on Parr and two houses on Blumhoff.  
As the family grew, he simply built a bigger house. Lois, recalled, “for most of my life my 
father worked two full time jobs.” 

His awards include: 

 Philippines Liberation Ribbon 
 American Campaign Ribbon w/4 Stars 
 Asiatic Campaign Ribbon 
 WWII Victory Ribbon 

 

Harvard  and Dorris Delain Dauwalter  
 September, 1949 
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Harvard Oscar Kessler died on 5-MAR 1996, at the age of 72 in Jefferson City MO, and is 
buried at Saint John's United Church of Christ Cemetery in Cappeln, Missouri.   

He is remembered for many things, including being the ONLY sailor Johnny Weissmuller 
could not teach to swim.  But most of all, he is remembered for serving his country and 
being a great family man.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Albert “Chockie” Kessler  
of New Melle 

Herman “Buddy” Kessler  
of New Melle 

Raymond Kessler of St. Charles 

Harvard with Uncle Omar and 
Aunt Dora Kessler Niederjohn, 

who raised and later adopted him. 


