The Dennard Family Saga
  Every day starts a new story and this one continues with our 2004 interview tour.  As you read this column we will be on our 2007 tour of the New England states and that begs a tip of the cap to Joe Schulte, longtime friend and historian for the USS Kidd, who helped us arrange several area contacts.  Also a tip of the heart to my Sue and John as we are parted.  
  After interviewing L.D. Cox we traveled the short distance to Goldthwaite, Texas to the home of Peggy and Billy Dennard.  It is said that a journey of 2,538 miles begins with a single Veteran, and for this trip that Veteran was Yeoman Billy Hugh Dennard.  Billy is the father of Gary Dennard who I met through work.  Gary’s real name is Donald Gary Dennard, named after Medal of Honor recipient Donald Gary, the sailor who saved Billy’s life aboard the USS Franklin.  Gary had expressed the wish that we could interview his father and that started the wheels turning.
  Billy and Peggy shared their pleasant home with us for two nights as we conducted interviews with Billy and his nephew Sammy Dennard (pronounced Den erd).  In between we paid a visit to Billy’s brother and Sammy’s father Charles.  Peggy and Billy’s home was simple and elegant, light and spacious, and about as pleasant a place as I’ve stayed.  I did have a heck of a time trying to find the switch to turn out the bathroom skylight.    

  Peggy and Billy are a great couple.  They had worked together for years professionally in their pharmacy and in their personal lives.  Each was gifted and independent but still a great team.  The spirit of love and hospitability was abundant in their home. 
  Billy is a quiet Texan who has a strength that speaks for itself and has no need to brag.  He reminded me of my Uncle Leroy, a second father to me, who was also quiet of speech, wiry, thin, and strong.  Billy served on the aircraft carrier USS Franklin one of the great tragic and triumphant stories of WW II.  
 The Franklin was on a mission just a few miles from the coast of Japan on the morning of March 19, 1945.  It had launched one plane to attack Japan and 39 others were in line to take off when at 0707 a single Zero came out of the clouds and dropped two armor piercing bombs that bored deep into the ship.  The Franklin’s one plane that was in the air shot the Zero down, but the damage was done.

  One of the bombs exploded in sick bay and killed all of its patients and most of the doctors on board ship. Billy escaped certain death there as he had been released from sick bay just the day before.  A wall of fire swept the hanger deck and vaporized every man in its path.  The massive forward aircraft elevator popped in the air and fell back into the hole like a displaced manhole cover.  To Billy’s knowledge all or most of the remaining 39 pilots were incinerated in their planes, and a sailor on a nearby ship stopped counting after the 43rd explosion. 

  Fire swept the interior and exterior of the ship.  Anderson’s Virginia Loftus can tell you about the awful burns she later treated on the Franklin’s crewmen.  The Franklin was listing and drifting helplessly toward the Japanese coast, a hapless target for planes from the mainland.  The Admiral had ordered Captain Leslie Geheres to abandon his ship, but Captain Geheres defiantly refused.  He knew that the ship would be finished off and sunk by our own Navy as soon as it was abandoned and he also knew that there were many men trapped below decks.  Indeed, the men in the engine room were trapped for 16 hours in the dwindling air supply, and Billy was among several sailors searching for air, trapped in the mess hall.  In the next installment I’ll share how a brave sailor named Donald Gary allowed us to record Billy’s story.
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