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Monday Maritime Matters: Memorial Day Edition
Description

Ita€™s Memorial Day.A, This is my tribute to one who went before me:A, Seaman 1/C Omer Dee
Simms, USN.A, Here is some of the story of this mana€™s life that we are lucky to have heard.

(Note:A, All pictures below are the small versions.A, Click to get the original size provided)

Omer Dee Simms was a sailor aboard USS FRANKLIN (CV-13) on March 19th, 1945, when a
Japanese kamikaze slammed into the flight deck and created a hellish place at sea for the crew of that
aircraft carrier. 50 miles from the island of Kyushu, they were without power, on fire, and aircraft, on
deck and in the hanger bay, loaded with aviation gas and ordnance were a€cecooking off.a€.

Who was Omer Simms? He was a-son, a brother, a husband and a father.
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He was born in McKinney, Texas Nov 17th, 1911. When he was called to serve his country on Dec
16th, 1943 he was working at a boot factory. He was enlisted in the US Navy on Dec 31st, 1943.
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He was the father of Richard Don Simms.
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His wrote his wife, Blanche, and his son, Richard.
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In Boot Camp, he got to experience the wisdom of the military medical system, and he shared this with
his sister in a letter:
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He was assigned as a cook aboard USS FRANKLIN (CV-13) and rode her into battle, as the noose of
the Allied Forces tightened around the virtual neck of the Japanese Homeland. The Japanese
wed€™re going down without a fight, and, on the 19th of March, 1945, a single pilot brought hell to
earth for that crew. Omer was 31 years old when he joined the service, so, the service being what it is
across many generations, | imagine he picked up a nickname of &€oePopsa€s or &€ceGramps.a€e They
probably looked up to him, because he had more life behind him than they did.
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(Click on the picture for the archived.photos;of the attack on NavSource)

725 dead, 265 wounded in the attack. Omer Dee Simms was a-hero that day. He saved 12 of his
shipmates, by not giving up on getting the door open, to allow the 13 of them to remain trapped in a
compartment, with fire raging around them. Once he led that group to safety, he went back inside the
skin of the ship to help get others to safety. He did not survive the day.

Here is the notice Omera€™s family received from the Department of the Navy:
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George Black owes his life to Omer Simms. He made the following statement to describe the efforts

and situation he faced that horrible day in battle:
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Affidavit of George Fain Black

This affidavit concerns an event that occurred at about 0700 hours 19 March
1945 in Franklin, CV 13, approximately 50 miles southeast of Kwyushu
Island, Japan.

['had just arrived in the aft mess hall, starboard side in a chow line, was
served and sat down to eat breakfast. Afier a few seconds there was a
terrific explosion aboard the ship and I believe it was forward and at the
hangar deck. The concussion threw me and others seated, along with the
mess table, across the compartment to starboard among bombs on racks,
seabags, and mattresses for hammocks Being completely addled and ears
ringing | managed to get to my feet and obey the order given me by Walter
Bigusiak, RM1/C, to follow him to Radio & 2 starboard side aft just under
the flight deck. A cook who was wearing a white uniform and white apron
was leading us. There were 13 of us in a line who, on the double, were
going topside to the hangar deck from the port side main hatch. The lights
went out. The PA system announcing General Quarters quit. The aft mess
hall was heavy in smoke; several sailors did not regain consciousness and in
a desperate lunge, we all headed for the ladder. The first deck above us
contained a small compartment ix bunks and lockers; a telephone
and scuttlebutt. The leader, the irpms, ran up the ladder and
grabbed the scuttle wheel and turned if | £ hot to handle.
The 13 of us then attempted to retreat back to the m %t g that
hatch fire and smoke entered the small compartment. We ﬁ. 3
Someone picked up the phone and attempted to call ship’s operator and

no response. It was announced the phone was dead. Simms and Bigusiak
told us all to sit down on the bunks and conserve energy and oxygen, This
was our position for several hours. There were many explosions that were
nearby and some were so close to us that we were racking around in the
bunks. To attempt to stand would only get you knocked down. Several
attempts were made to use the telephone to no avail. T along with others
removed towels from the bunks, wetted them in the scuttlebutt, and wore
them as face masks as the air was stale, heavy and hot. On oecasion Simms
would say it was too hot. His position was a sitting position on the ladder.
[n near panic it was said we had blundered inio a shelling; another zaid he
thought we had been torpedoed, The ship started listing to starboard and
everyone thought we were going to be capsizing. Explosions continued
intermittedly and at intervals for a very long time,
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There was a lull but the wheel still wouldn't budge. There was another
explosion, this time on the hangar deck and near us. It started letting smoke
into the compartment through the vent system. Simms who was about 15
vears older than the rest of us including my leader, Walter, took charge of
things. He yelled that the wheel had cooled and he put all his weight into the
loosening of the wheel and it finally began to turn: however, the hatch would
not budge. Simms put his shoulder to it and it began to open. Water then
began to pour into the opening and onto the ladder.

Everyone was on his feet now and clamoring to get to the ladder. Simms
velled that the hangar deck was afire but we had to move fast. Everyone
thought we were going to be caught in a capsizing, Simms managed to get
through a maze of airplane wreckage and velled to form a line and come on
out. I was beginning to choke but I yelled out a number for everyong
climbing up and through the hatch. Simms pulled a guy up and out and he in
tum did the same. [ kept velling the numbers and when # 11 was pulled
through a guy wearing a gas mask motioned for me to go on out. [ did so
and pulled him out. We were inside a burned out bomber that had been
lying across the hatch. The list probably caused the wreckage to slide away
from the hatch allowing us to be freed. A water pipe had burst by the

explosion and water put out the [ﬁéﬁfus.
We dodged fire, smoke, ruined aircrafl cﬁ&lwm hole going

in line; one on one to the only light we could see st

was
heavily damaged. We didn’t see any body still alive and ma t@.@?
e al

mount for the 20°s and 40°s starboard aft for air. In a second or two w
gathered together in the gun mount and squatted down hoping to miss all the
exploding ammo and rockets.

Then the azoline and nanalm tosle avnladad RE=E =
It was Simms who made the judgment call to go forward. He was the one
who finally forced the wheel and hatch and led the 12 of us out. He saved us
all there; however, the events of the sea left me as the only one to be rescued
later by the destroyer Hunt.

Before me the undersigned personally appeared George Fain Black who s
known to me and persomally has swomn that the facts written herein and
above are true and correct,

—" George Fain Black

Signed and sealed this the 35{ of January, 2003 in Houston, Harris
—
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There are no bridges, streets, museums, schools or military barracks named after Omer Dee Simms,
but, he, like so many others, had courage in the midst of battle and chose to carry on, to get the
mission done, in this case to save your shipmates.

For a detailed story of a newly built carrier, that entered the Pacific and went straight to combat, took a
seemingly mortal wounding off Japan, yet was underway on her own power the later that day, and
steamed stateside herself to arrive at the shipyard for repairs, get the book a€celnfernoa€« by Joseph
Springer. The story of Omer Dee Simms is in there, with the other reports of danger and death and
courage.

The memory of Omer Dee Simms is kept alive by his son. Richard Don Simms, pictured above, who
graciously provide me with the information and materials for this post. Richard shared in his items, a
letter he sent to his father, but was returned unread:
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In addition to that help, he has been one to help keep the memory of the crew of the USS FRANKLIN
(CV-13) in the public eye, having attended the reunions and being declared an honorary crew member
of the storied vessel.
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c
mmp: Ba. Richand D, Simma

has unselfishly. with.much emphathy and compassion,
given his ime and afforsta helprpreserve the memories
of our honoered shipmates lost in refion. ./ . and the memory
of "BIG BENT, the gallant ‘fighting ship that wotlldd e, |

Whereas :

We. the swrviving crew members do unanimously proclaim yvou an

with your name permanently inscribed on our roster in alphabetical order.

. ]
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Reunion Chairman Senior Crew Member

Richard also shows his appreciation to our service members today, providing them with his presence at
the DFW Airport, as reported in these two articles:
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To complete my post, it is worthy of note that Seaman 1/C Omer Dee Simms, USN, has been honored

by his home state of Texas in the following resolution in 2006:
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The Senate of The State of Te;x.&-ﬁ

SENATE RESOLUTION NO. 567

The Senate of the State of Texas honors and
commemorates the life of Omer Dee Simms, who died during
World War IT on March 19, 1945, aboard the 0SS Franklin
in defense of this nation; and

OUnder attack from the Japanese Mavy, the
UsE Fr n took two direct hits from a dive bomber, resulting
in massive damage to the flight deck and aft section; only the
valor and tenacity of the crew saved the aircraft carrier: and

WHEREAS, Trapped belowdecks with a group of younger
sailors, Omer courageously took charge; with disregard for his
own safety, he opened a hatch and led the men to safety across a
heavily damaged hangar ﬂeckd\d

WHEREAS, Omer was kil ire g this escape
when a napalm bomb exploded; hi egplve will remain
as an example of one who gave "the las ea é

L votion™
to his nation; now, therefore, be it Q‘
That the Senate of the State of Texas,

T9th I.eg:.lslature, hereby pay tribute to the patriotism, courage,
and zacrifice of Omer Dee Simm=; and, be it further

ﬂmﬂlﬁ.Th.at a copy of this Resolution be prepared for
the family of Omer Dee Simms as an expression of high esteem from
the Texas Senate.

EBrimer
B i ate

I hﬁ:ﬁEI certify that the
above Resolution was adopted by

the Senate on April 12, 2005.
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