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Franklin explodes  after  an attack by a 
Japanese  dive  bomber  on  March 19, 
1945. 

The men had  been at battle stations 
until nearly  midnight,  although 
Franklin had flown in her planes at 
sunset.  The crews  had  been  beating 
down  Japanese  air strength  on 
southern Kyushu, a necessary  prelim- 
inary to the  coming  attack  on 
Okinawa. 

When the  watch changed at mid- 
night some men had turned in, fully 
dressed. Others had a lught’s  work 
ahead of them, fueling and anning 
planes for the first strike, due to take 
off at 539 the next morning. 

The weary  gun  crews  got less than 

an hour‘s sleep  before the alarm 
blared  through the ship’s  loudspeaker 
system,  calling  for  “torpedo  defense.” 
A flood of sleep-dazed men climbed 
up the  steel ladders to cluster again 
around the cold gun mounts. 

At 3 a.m., the call for  general 
quarters brought all hands to battle 
stations. At 5:30, Franklin swung in- 
to the wind  and  launched 30 Corsairs 
armed with special  heavy rockets - 
“Tiny Tims” - to attack Japanese 
naval units  at Kure. 

The carrier USS Huncock (CV 14), 
a thousand yards  away,  was  also 
launching her first heavy strike. 
Astern was the lght carrier USS Bu- 
t a m  (CVL 29), ahead  was USS Sun 
Iucinto [CVL 30). At 7:03 a.m. came 
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a radio  message  from Huncock . . . 
“Enemy  plane  closing  on  you  from 
ahead . . . I’ 
CAPT Leslie  Gehres,  cornman- 

officer of Franklin, quickly  alerted all 
lookouts and gun control  stations. 

was  winding up the seventh plane of 
the launch, a Japanese twinLengine 
Iudy hurled  down  from the c l d s  on 
a low-level  bombing run. Two bombs 
spun down  as the Iudy - hardly 50 
feet  above the deck - pulled up and 
climbed  away. 

hangar  deck  and  blasted a great hole 
in the three-inch  armor plate, setting 
fire to  the planes. The second  bomb ’ ’ ’ ,  

struck aft, crashing through two 

Seconds later, as Franklin’s crew ‘L.. 

The first bomb  exploded on  the _ .  



the air group  and  hlghly trained per- 
sonnel from  any department who 
would not be  needed to save the ship. 
Destroyers  pushed through the icy 
water,  picking  up men  swimming or 
on rafts. The chill March  air  made  ex- 

= posure an ordeal.  Men on  the ship 
were  soaked to  the  skin from  tending 

CAPT Leslie F. Gehres 

decks  and  explodmg on the third,  near 
the chief petty officers’ quarters. 

Flames a hundred  feet  high shot up 
past the island; the roar of exploding 
shells was  deafening. A  column of 
smoke rose a mile high  above the 
clouds. 

At  7:25 a.m.,  hardly 20 minutes 
after disaster struck, R4DM Ralph 
Davison  conferred with Gehres on 
the bridge. The admiral advised the 
captain to pass the word to prepare to 
abandon  ship. 

Gehres, a determined skipper, told 

A mantle of fire envelops  one  of 
Franklin’s 5-Inch  gun  mounts. Santa  Fe 
later  extinguished the flames. 

ly.  He  held Santa  Fe there by the force 
of her engines,  using the forward gun 
turrets as  fenders  against the over- 
hanging  decks. 

CDR  Henry  Hale, air officer  aboard 
Franklin, had  orders  from the captain 
to evacuate the wounded, the  men of 

Davison that if he would  provide air 
and  surface support, Franklin could 
be  saved. The admiral agreed. 

Meanwhile, Franklin listed lower 
and  lower in the water. 

USS Santa  Fe (CL 60)) passed lines 
to steady the stricken camer. 

At  9:30, as steam ceased to flow 
from the boilers, the great  screws 
were stilled and “Big  Ben” lost steer- 

j ing control. 
Franklin lay  dead in the water. San- 

s ta Fe, unable to hold her position, 05 8 backed  away  rapidly,  snapping the 
lines that held her. CDR Toe Taylor. 
Franklin executive officer  and two- 
time Navy  Cross  winner,  was  already 
hurrying  forward to assemble the 
equipment and  lay out the lines for 
a tow by the cruiser USS Pittsburgh 
(CA  72), an incredibly  difficult task 
amidst the confusion on the crowded 
forecastle. 

When  “Big  Ben” lay on a steady 
heading, drifting with  the current, 
Santa  Fe boldly  came in again. 

CAPT  Harold C. Fitz  brought his 
cruiser into actual contact with  the 
galley  deck of Franklin, now  close to 
the water,  as the carrier listed heavi- 

I ,  

fire  hoses  and  shivered  under  blan- 
kets while they rested. 

The  little group of warships  was 
almost immobile, Pittsburgh was 
stopped,  busy with her boats  over the 
side,  passing a messenger line to 
Franklinj Santa  Fe was  alongside the 
blazing Franklin, fighting her list. 
The five  destroyers of Division  104, 
USS Hunt (DD  674)) USS Hickox (DD 
673), USS Marshall (DD 676), USS 
Miller (DD 535)  and USS Tingey (DD 
539), steamed slowly in a circle 
around the heavy  ships,  picking up 
survivors  as they went, ready to de- 
fend the group. 

Enemy  planes  were  again  approach- 
ing the formation and there were 
alarms, but as  yet no attacks. Being 
less than 100 miles from  major  Japa- 
nese air bases, it was  considered  on- 
ly a matter of time  until  enemy 
bombers  would return. Franklin had 
one  40 mm squad  forward,  manned 
by a volunteer crew  and it could  fire 
under local control. 

During this desperate time  many 
sailors acted  heroically. LT Donald 
Gary,  trapped  five  decks  below with 
300 men in the doomed  messing  com- 
partment,  exhibited  remarkable 
leadership  and  courage. 

For nearly two hours the trapped 
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Santa Fe lays  alongside Franklin to 
render  assistance  after  the  Japanese 
attack. 

crewmen  had  been  packed  in,  expect- 
ing  every moment  to be their last. 
But  Gary  suddenly  thought of a possi- 
ble means of escape. 

Through  smoky  murk that  the 
strongest light could not penetrate, 
stumbling over rockets and  bombs, 
relying on  an almost exhausted 
rescue  breathing  device,  Gary  began 
his search  for the door to  the air in- 
take space  leading  up to the stack 
structure. 

Groping through intense heat, 
where  the bulkheads burned  even 
through his thick gloves,  Gary  soon 

located the entrance to  the space sur- 
rounding one of the huge smoke- 
stacks lea- up  from the boilers, 
through which fresh air passed  for the 
fires. By painfully  climbing up five 
decks, then through a hole blasted in 
the stack uptakes, Gary  found  light 
and  air. By dropping  down on  the out- 
side, he could  reach a gun platform 
and make his way  forward to safety. 

But  Gary  did not go forward,  or 
even  ask  for  aid  for the men trapped 
below.  Knowing that momentarily 
the bombs  rmght  explode  and that the 
men could not live much longer in 
the smoke,  he  descended  back into 
the hole,  where the slightest slip 
meant death, to bring his shipmates 
out * 

“I broke  my  flashllght  knocking on 
the compartment door  as a signal to 
the  men outside,” Gary  said later 
“When I stepped through the door, 
there was a look of hope  and anxiety 
on each  man’s  face that I shall never 
forget.  All  were  oblivious to  the 
sound of exploding ammunition, 
waiting for me  to speak. I explained 
that I had  found a way out, and, 
although they would  have to breathe 
some  smoke, it wouldn’t hurt  them 
if they kept their heads  and  followed 
instructions.” 

Slowly,  painfully,  Gary  guided the 
men to safety.  He  made three trips, 
each a little faster than  the last, 
knowing the bombs  and  rockets  were 
close to the flames,  spurring his ef- 
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fusion; men forward  on the flight  and 
hangar  decks  had halted the flames. 
As they fought  fires aft on  the hangar 
deck, they bypassed white-hot fires 
where  magnesium  bombs  glowed on 
the armor plate in  the ashes of the 
planes that had  borne them. Men 
below on  the second  and third decks, 
or  trapped on  the hangar  deck  aft, 
were  making their way to safer  zones. 
Dozens  had  been  blown  over the side; 
others, hopelessly trapped, were 
forced to leap  over the side, many 
without life  jackets. For hours, little 
groups  struggled to  the fantail,  where 
they foup;ht the fires with every 

f m e k s  at their command,  leaping in- 
; to the water  only when their position - became  unbearable. 

CAPT Joseph T. o’dallahan 

forts. Gary  and the Franklin doctor, 
Dr.  Fuelling,  were the last to leave. 

On the flight  deck,  Navy Chaplain 
Father  Joseph  O’Callahan  moved 
cautiously, through the fires  and 
smoldering  bombs,  reassuring 
wounded  men,  administering the last 
rites and  lending a hand at fire- 
fighting. 

Not  only  did the priest  help in toss- 
ing “hot” shells overboard, but he 
gave aid  and  comfort to  the dying on 
the flaming  flight  deck,  calmly  ignor- 
ing the explosion  and  confusion. 

Order  was  coming out of that con- 

For some  reason, Franklin didn’t 
sink. Gradually, her fires were 
brought under control. Escort ships 
took off her wounded  and  picked  up 
the  men  who had  been  blown  or 
jumped  overboard. 

It  was  Sunday,  March 25, 1945, 
when the  tom, fire-blackened flattop 
anchored in Ulithi. There  was a mass 
of thanksgiving on  the flight  deck by 
Father  O’Callahan  and a Protestant 
service  lead by Charles G.  Weldon 
Gatlin. Most men attended both serv- 
ices; some wept  openly  during the 
humble, sincere prayers. This was 
followed  by a memorial service  for 
the dead. 

Seven  hundred  and  twenty-four  men 
were  lost in the  flames  that  ravaged 
Franklin. 

On  the flight  deck, in  the fitfully 
falling rain moving  across the harbor 
in sheets, the  men of Franklin 
assembled to  the mournful strains of 
a dirge  softly  played  by the surviving 
bandsmen. The priest  recalled to the 
men  that their comrades  had  died on 
Saint  Joseph’s  Day - Saint  Joseph, 
the patron saint of a merciful death 
- that their death,  though  tragic,  had 
been in merciful  circumstances, with 
every man having a brief moment for 
a last prayer. 

A psalm  was  read  and men bowed 
and  prayed  for the souls of their 724 
shipmates who lost their lives on  the 
decks of Franklin. 

The Marine squad  fired three 
volleys  and men stood in salute, 
honoring their fallen comrades. 

The following  day,  accompanied  by 
two destroyer escorts, Franklin and 
Santa  Fe were  underway  at sunset for 
Pearl  Harbor.  After  five  days in Pearl 
Harbor, on April  9, Franklin sailed 
east for  Panama  and  passed through 
the Canal on  the 17th. On April  19, 
with airplanes  overhead to  watch for 
submarines, she was  underway  from 
Panama  for New York, steaming 
through the Caribbean  for the Wind- 
ward  Passage. 
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The  crew  of  the  battered Franklin stands 
at  attention  on  the  flight  deck  as  the  car- 
rier  nears  the  Brooklyn  Bridge,  New 
York  City,  after  sailing ‘halfway around 
the world  from  the  scene  ,of  her  heroic 
battle. i ’ *  

On April 28, 1945, proud but bat- 
tered, Franklin stood by the Statue of 
Liberty, all hands at salute,  and  sailed 
into Brooklyn  Navy  Yard  for repah. 

The stricken carrier  had  sailed half- 
way  around the world  bearing  her  bat- 
tle scars to her journey’s  end - 
13,000 miles from the coast of Japan. 

There were so many heroes - 
enlisted,  chiefs,  officers - who saved 
Franklin - that it’s  impossible to 

mention all their names. Their deeds 
and  courage  are known, remembered 
and cherished by their shipmates. 

On Memorial  Day,  May 31,  1945, 
Franklin’s crew  stood at attention in 
Rockefeller  Plaza  by the model of the 
Flghting  Lady - an  Essex-class  carrier 
similiar to Franklin - while Father 
O’Callahan, on a nationwide radio 
broadcast  held memorial services  for 
the gallant men who would not come 
back  from the war. 

Three hundred  new men had  been 
assigned to take over  ship’s duties 
while many  men took  leave. As “X” 
division, these youngsters  worked 
hard through the  summer, and  held 

some promise of being  real  sailors 
when “Big Ben” returned to action. 

But Franklin never  fought  again. 
On June 30,  1945, CAPT Gehres 

was  detached to become  commander, 
Naval  Air Station in San  Diego.  CDR 
Taylor  was  detached to be the Com- 
manding  Officer,  Naval Air Station 
Brunswick,  Maine  and  CDR  Hale 
became the new commanding  officer 
of Franklin. 

For his courage  and  devotion to his 
shipmates, LT Gary  received the 
Medal of Honor.  In 1984, the Navy 
commissioned USS Gary (FFG 51), in 
memory of his heroic  deeds  aboard 
Franklin. 
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dreds of men were  away at damage 
control school  and at fire-fighting 
school. 

The  war ended in August 1945 and 
a  year later, Franklin was  transferred 
to  the inactive fleet. 

On Nov. 1, 1946, when the last 
hatch was  sealed tight and the last 
line was  made  secure,  a  skeleton  crew 
of 70 men and six officers  took  over 
the watch. In the summer of 1969, 

1 Franklin was  sold to a civilian ship 
p company in Portsmouth, Va.  She was 
c moved out of the Brooklyn  Navy  Yard 

and  towed to Portsmouth to be 
a dismantled for  scrap. 

As Franklin anchored within view 
Father  O'Callahan was also  awarded  of where her keel was  laid 27 years 

the Medal of Honor, the first  chaplain  before, CV 13 awaited her fate. 
in the history of the Navy to be  Sailors who had  served with  the 
awarded the nation's highest award. fleet stared out at  the gray  ship, sil- 
In July 1968, the Navy commis- houetted against the evening sunset, 

sioned USS O'Callahan (FF 1051), and they felt compassion  for her. 
homeported in San  Diego. The hearts of the sailors went  out 
In July of 1945, as the Navy  Yard to Franklin, so they let her drift - 

worked  ceaselessly,  and Franklin alone - one  more night at sea - out 
began to look like her trim self  again, of respect  for  a  noble ship and her 
the men of the ship  were  hard at work heroic crew. 
preparing  for their next cruise. Hun- All night long, the men  on  watch 
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Above:  Badly  damaged,  but  steaming 
proudly, Franklin returns  to  her  home 
port  to  be  rebuilt.  Left:  Although  heroic 
efforts  went  into  her  repair,  she  never 
saw  action  again. Franklin waits  for 
repairs  in  her  berth  at  the  Brooklyn  Navy 
Yard. 

looked out  at Franklin; her island 
loomed  dark  and grim against the 
sky. 

Some  recalled her war  record  and 
others heard of her gallant fight  for 
life off the coast of Japan,  and the 724 
crewmen  who gave their lives on her 
decks. 

The next morning, they brought 
her into Portsmouth. Complete dis- 
mantling only took a  few  weeks. 0 

CDR  Frank  Evans  is  assigned to Naval 
Reserve  Readiness  Command  Region 18, 
Olathe,  Kan. 
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