KINGSPORT — Virgil Peters saw World War II from a minesweeper in the Pacific.

Peters, from the Rock Springs section of Kingsport, is a 91-year-old Navy veteran who served on
a minesweeper called the USS Climax, AM161, in the Japan&eetheaterofthe‘var_.

“I was at Iwo Jima the moming the flag was raised,” Peters said of Feb. 24, 1945. He served-in
the Navy as a seaman first class. Heservedﬁoml%Btol%aﬁervolun&ermgatagel? ’
although his mother didn’t want him to go. Five of her seven sons served in the war: all returned
home. ,

His life’s journey started in Southwest Virginia

Peters said he began his schooling in his native Southwest Virginia at Alley Valley Elementary -
School, a two-room building near where he was born between Gate City and Fort Blackmore in
Scott County, before moving to the Kingsport area at age 10, attendmgLymGardenand
Morrison City elementary schools. He never made it to high school.

“I went to work, and from there I went to the Navy,” Peters said.

Of the five Peters brothers who served in World War II, Virgil was the only one in the Navy and
the only volunteer; the other four were in the Army and were drafted. Roy Peters worked at
Mead Paper, Rayford Peters at Holston Ordnance, Harold Peters owned Pete’s TVand
Appliance, Granville Peters was a minister and Virgil Peters an office equipment businessman.
Brothers chnanPemrsandMa!combPetersdldnotservemthemnhtary but Herman worked at
Mead and Malcomb was a coal miner.

Witnessing history from the deck of 2 minesweeper

“I have a picture gallery that I've developed down through the years,” Peters said. One shows a
Navy ship back in a cove where a typhoon came through.

“We went to sea rather than stay in the (shallow) cove,” Peters smd, addmgthat another ship’s
- crew was rescued.

. During his service, themmesweeperwentlmanddownthelapanesecoast,tymgto clear the
area for battleships and aircraft carriers. -

“We went in first,” Peters said.

He was there for the iconic raising of the U.S. flag on the Japanese island of Iwo Jima. From the
“deck of the minesweeper, he was looking at a hill that appeared to have been hit by a tornado
when someone spoke to him and he turned toward them.

“I was real close to the beach,” Peters said of the minesweeper’s position. “Ilookeduponthetop
ofthehiﬁanddldn’tseeanyﬂ:mg, Peters said. “I looked again, and there was the flag.”



“The first flag was basically on a stick, he said. Soon a more formidable flag and pole were raised
andcapnnedmﬂhemomclmage.“{ﬁnnklwasﬁmeforbuﬂx,”PetaSwd,addmgthathedxdn’t
realize the image would become iconic.

At the end of the war, he and shipmates wondered why they were being followed by a growing
group of ships. It turns out that if the Japanese hadn’t surrendered after the dropping of the two
atomcbombs,onﬂhoshmamdNamab,hsmmweep&wasmhaveled&ewayman
mvas:onof’l‘ovkﬁ '

Pilot scooped from the water, ﬂmnhseamenwﬁhla&r

During the battle of Iwo Jima, Peters said a scout plane kept flying overhead, trying to locate’
Japanese soldiers with artillery hidden in caves. The pilot was coming in lower every time. -
Peters was standing on deck and told someone the plane would be shot down if it continued to
fly lower on each approach. Sure enough, the plane was shot down on the very next approach.

“The plane landed right in the back of our ship, really,” Peters said. He said the ship’s captain
picked up the pilot, whose plane sank, and that the pilot wrote the scamen a four-page letter

Traveling with Adm. Nimitz, actress Greer Garson

- -For a time, Peters was assigned to Adm. Chester W._ Nimitz, who was over the Seventh Fleet and
commanded Allied air, land and sea forces. He said that duty included being on a boat for a visit

- from actress Greer Garson, who in I%Ehadappaxeﬂattheglmdopmgofl Ftedlohmon
Stadium in Kingsport to promote war bonds.

Life after the war but still in the Navy

After the war,hemdﬁ:mothersmmnedonﬂlemmwweeperandconnmedﬂmr}ob,bmﬁns
time with Japanese help. .

“Webmngbtalapmmeofﬁmaboardsblp andhewastellmguswh&eﬁlemmwere,”l’etexs
said.

In addition, he said five seamen in their early 20s decided they would volunteer for a short stint
of “suicide duty™ on an old tanker with oil drums tied to it. The 12-man crews would serve a
shmtmmdﬁmbegnmdamhnmeﬁxhdmﬁndmmcmbmﬂmmrkwas
dangerous-and the trip might be in caskets. - ‘

“We didn’t have enough sense to be scared,” Peters said, adding that the captain couldn’t
fomallymgemembnttoldﬂmﬁwymldmtbemmgm“smmde”m “That’s the
reason ’m talking to you today.” -

However, that didn’t mean the group still didn’t deal with magnetic andothersminw,andhemd
his fellow seamen learned how to set depth charges for submarines and mines in the dark. Too



shallow and they’d blow themselves out of the water. Too deep and they’d miss their intended

“If you made the wrong click, you’d blow the ship up,” Peters said.

Marriage and career

After the war, Peters got married and had a daughter. He met his wife while cruising Broad
Street in his 1936 Chevrolet. Later, he got free GI Bill training for office equipment repair and-
began working at Typewriter and Equipment Co. in downtown Kingsport in 1952.

He was married to Louise Peters for 70 years before she died in February. Daughter Linda Jones
ﬁvcstwodoorsdownﬁomhiminkockSpﬁngsinabamheconveﬁedin&ahouse, following
uponﬁsﬁﬂm’svowﬁonssacmpmmr.Heﬂmdo&modmrﬁnghasmodeledhoumagd

has won Tennessee Walking Horse awards.

“I used to take care of your office machines where you work,” Péters said of typewriters, copiers

andoﬂzaequipmentﬂemﬁomhdngmapprenﬁeemdsaﬁcemmge:mmwningﬁxe
company when he retired in 1993. Hewilltmn32Am:il 19
b o



"You have to do what you have to do, and you have to do it with honor,” Peters said. "if it means giving your
life up - hey it's what you got to do. For many in my generation, it meant they didn't get to come home."

Copyright 2018 Nexstar Broaa'casimg Inc. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten,
or redistributed.
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"Just a young punk,” he said, looking at the picture taken the year he joined the war, not too long before he
was assigned to work ona minesweeper called the USS Climax.

“The motto of a minesweeper is ‘where the big ships go we've already been, ™ Peters said, smiling with
pride. "When l was sweeping mines I've looked at the mines right down by the side of the ship. Allthey'd
have to do is hit the side of the ship and boom.” '

When conflicts flared in the South Pacific, his ship went in first to clear the way for the transport and battle
ships,

"l wasn't old enough to be scared really,” Peters said.

While American soldiers foughtonlandin Okinawa, Guam, and lwo lima, Peters and his crew on the US.S.
Climax were removing mines from the waters off-shore. V

At lwo Jima, he caught éf a glimpse of history.

"At first, | didn't see anything. Turned my head and there was a F lag. Isaid, 'Hey guys... they're raising the
fiag! nn

Peters and his four brothers made it home after the war. After s_pending two years in a veterans' hospital
recovering from a serious lung infection contracted while in service, Peters rana business in Kingsport, got
married, and had a family. .

"For an old country boy out of Scott County, I've led an exciting life really.”

Since finding the letter from President Truman, he's been on a pursuit to rediscover his own story of
service in World War 2.



World War 2 veteran recalls seeing American Flag raised

atlwo Jima

By: Josh Smith & (mailtojsmith@wjhl.com)
Updated: Apr 27,2018 12:13 AM EDT '

(Interactive Media Not Supported by Print)

For Virgil Peters, memories of World War 2 are vibrantly alive - not only in his mind, but also on the walls of
his workshop.

Photographs hang side by side, a big change from just a few years ago. "I had them in a box really," Peters
said.

But then he found a forgotten treasure.

"When | came up here this past winter putting all this together | came across this,” he said, pointingto a
letter addressed to him. The letter was signed by President Harry S. Truman. "1 thought Hey - | forgot |
had this.”

It was a thank you letter, a one-page acknowledgement of what Virgil Peters did at the ageof17.

€€ "Virgil C Peters - to you who answered the call of your country and served in
its armed forces to bring about the total defeat of the enemy | extend the
hearfelt thanks of a grateful nation.”

Peters said the discovery of the letter sparked something in his mind - a hunger to remember and to
become re-aquainted with the boy who left a farm in Scott County, Virginia and followed his four brothers

into war.
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. Coniinued frem 1A
;said. One shows a Navy
-ship backin a cove where
-a typhoon came through.
“We went to sea rather

than stay in the (shallow)
Peiers said, add-

. egve,”
- ing that another ship’s
. crew was rescued.

- During his service, the

minesweeper went up

-and down the Japanese

- coast, trying to clear the

- area for battleships and

. aireraft carriers.

7 *We went in ﬁrst,” Pe-
" iers said.

He was there for the
iconie raising of the U.S.
flag on the Japanese is-
land of Iwo Jima. From

- the deck of the mine

sweeper, he was looking
2t g hill that appeared to

have been hit by a torna-

do when someone spoke
o him and he turned to-
ward them.

*I was real close to the

beach,” Peters said of the
minesweepers position.
“i looked up on the fop
of the hill and didn’t see
anything,” Peters said. 1
looked again, and there
was the fiag®

The first flag was basi-
cally on a stick, he said.
- Soon, s more formida-

‘ble flag and pole were
- raized and capiured in
the ieonic image, “I think
i was there for boih,” Pe-
ters said, adding that he
gidn’t realize the image
would become iconic.

At the end of the war,
he ‘and his shipmaies
- wondered why they were
= %emg foliowed by 2
- growing group of ships. It
- turns out that if the Japa-
- nese hadn’t surrendered
- afier the dropping of the
- two atomic bombs, on Hi-

" roshima 2ad Mazsssk,

: his minesweeper was o
 haveledthe wayicanin-

- vasion of Toyke.

'h?k‘a?eters

.Virgﬂ Pelers served on this minesweeper, the USS

Climax, émngmuﬁafthehismmthexavym
World War I1. He was in the Pacific theater and saw
the U.S. flag raised at Iwo Jima in February of 1945, -

Pilet sceeped from the
water, thanks seamen
with letter

During the bsaitle of
Two Jima, Peiers szid a
scoul plane kepi fiying

" overhead, trying fo lo-

cate Japanese -soldiers
with artillery hidden in

caves. The pilot was com-

ing in lower every time.
Peters was standing on
deck and told someone
ihe plane would be shot
down ifif continued to fiy
lower on each approach.
Sure enotigh, the plane

~was shot down on the

very next pass. ]
“The plane Ianded
right in the back of our
ship, really,” Peters said.
He szid the ships cap-
tain picked up the pilet,
whose plane sank, and
that the pilot wrote the
seamen & four-page letter
thanking the captain and
crew for sgving his life.
Traveling with
Adm. Nimils, actress
Greer Garson
For a time, Palers was
assigned fo Adm. Ches-
ter W. Nimiiz, who was
sver the Scventh Flest
znd commsandsd Allled
:::r. iand and =ez forces.
2 s2id that duly includ-

ed being on a boat for a
visit from actress Greer

Garson, who in 1942 had

agpeareé at the grand
opening of J. Fred John-
son Stadium in Kingspori
io promote war bonds.

Life after the war but

- still in the Navy

After the war, hée and
four others remamed on
the minesweeper and
continued their job, but
this time thh Japanese
help.

“We brought a Japa-
nese officer aboard ship,
and he was telling us
where the mines were,”
Peters said.

In addition, he said five
seamen in their early
28s decided they would
volunieer for & short
stint of “suicide duty”
on an old tanker with ¢il
drums tied to it, The 12-
man crews would serve
a short time and then be
guaranieed a irip home
for helping find magnetic
mines, but the work was
dangerpus and the frip
might be in caskets.

“We didn’thave enough
sense o be scered,” Pe-
ters 5514, adding that the
captain couldn’t formal-
Iy discourage them but

told them they would net
be serving in “suicide”
duty. “That’s the reason
‘m talking to you today.”
However, that didn’
mean the group still
didn’i deal with magnet-
ic and others mines, and
he and his fellow seamen
iearned how to set depth
ehaz'ges for submarines
and mines in the dark
Too shallow and they'd

~blow themselves out of

the water. Too deep and-

‘they'd miss then‘ intend-

ed target.
-- “If you niade the wro

i eliek,' you’d blow the ship

up,” Peters said.

Marriage and eareer
_After the war, Pe-

;ters -got married and

had a daughter. He met
his wife while eruising
Broad Sireet in his 1936
Chevrolet. Later, he got
free GI Bill i:razmng for -
office equipment repair
and began working at =
Typewriter and Equip-

.ment Co. in downtown »

Kingsport in 1952,

He was married to Lou-
ise Peters for 70 years
before she died in Feb-
ruary. Daughier Linds
Jones lives iwe doors
down irom him in Rock
Springs in a2 barn he con-
verted into a house, fol-
iowing up on his father’s
voeation as a carpen-
ter. He also does wood-

working, has remodeled

houses and has won Ten-
nessee Walking Horse
awards.

“I used io itake eare
of your office machines
where you work,” Pefers
said of typewrilers, copi-
ers and _nther eguipment,
He went from being an
apprentice snd service
manasst 6 a‘é&@@ﬁéﬁg
he comeny Whesn, Se
retired in 1983, Teters
will turn 92 on April 18,



