The Dennard Family Saga Continues
  Every day starts a new story continuing with our 2004 interview of Billy Dennard in Goldthwaite, Texas.  We last left Billy trapped in the mess of the USS Franklin with fires around and the air turning thin.  Fortunately for Billy and many others throughout the ship there was an engineering officer on board by the name of Donald Gary.  Lt. Gary knew the ship well and was able to pick through the devastation to locate pockets of trapped sailors.  Gary went back into the ship time and again, each time risking his own survival, to find trapped sailors and guide them out.  By the time he reached the crews mess Billy and his friends were searching for any breath of air they could find.  Lt. Gary knew the way through the wreckage and smoke.  He organized the sailors and told them to hang onto the belt of the one in front.  As they left the mess Billy passed a grill with pork chops sizzling away as if everything was perfectly normal.  Billy couldn’t see his hand in front of his face in the darkness.  As did all of the sailors in that bizarre conga line he trusted the sailor in front of him, and all trusted Donald Gary.  They twisted and turned through the ship until at last they emerged safely on the flight deck.  One of the sailors in Billy’s group collapsed on deck and made the cover of Life magazine as the Franklin’s chaplain, Fr. Joseph O'Callahan, bent over to give him aid.         
  As mentioned in the last column, Captain Leslie Geheres had orders to abandon ship but refused, knowing that the ship would be sunk by our own Navy dooming the men trapped below decks.  The Franklin’s crew did the impossible.  They extinguished the fires, righted the ship, and restored her to enough power to sail.  Still she was a gut wrenching sight as expressed by Anderson’s Bob Norris and Lovell, Maine’s Glenn Moore, two Marines on their way to the Ie Shima/Okinawa battle as the torn and burned hulk passed on her own power back to New York and a hero’s welcome led by Gene Kelly.
  The next part of the Dennard saga led us to a nearby Veteran’s hospital to visit Billy’s brother Charles.  Charles had broken his back in a fall from a windmill, losing the use of his legs.  For several years after that he continued to work his ranch as though nothing had happened finding self taught ways to overcome his mobility limits.  Other health problems now had him confined to bed with breathing problems and both legs amputated.  Charles was a physical wreck.  We were unable to conduct an interview, but Charles has a strength of character that makes him the strongest man I have ever met.  Thank you God, that was time well spent. 
  Charles’s son Sammy was the final piece of the story.  In his interview that night he filled the gaps of his father’s story as well as his own days as a helicopter pilot in Vietnam where he was involved with several Navy Seal missions.  Like his father Sammy’s back was broken in a helicopter crash losing the use of his legs.  Sammy was eventually restored with top medical care and months of rehabilitation.  As a result Sammy entered that field and as you can imagine has given back a thousand fold.  Through his personal experience he understands the pain of his patients.  He has a great heart which he shares with his beautiful wife Mary.  Sammy and Mary are the couple you wish would move next door.
  The next day was Sunday so we went to church with Billy and Peggy.  The people of that area are a blend of hospitality, pride, and respect.  It was a pleasure to worship with them.  It was made sweeter by a Texas cowboy couple who sang a special duet.  They reminded me of Roy Rogers and Dale Evans, and my Grandma Haywood who loved them so.  

  From there it was on to Dallas and it’s own great stories.  
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