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   Gunner’s Mate 1st Class Frank Carson was at his cleaning station topside 
aboard battleship USS Oklahoma (BB-37). He and another young sailor 
watched with surprise as a group of planes descended on battleship row that 
infamous Sunday morning. Surprise turned to horror as the Nakajima B5Ns, 
known as Kates, began dropping torpedoes hitting the twenty-five-year-old 
oil burning dreadnought.  
     The ship began to list badly to port and finally capsized as Carson crawled up 
the side of the ship toward the keel that now was out of the water. Finding he 
was unable to go any farther, turned, slid feet first fifty feet down the ship’s side, 
and disappeared into the flaming, oily sea.  
   The water was filled with men in various stages of distress. Carson surfaced and began swimming toward 
the battleship USS Maryland (BB-46), moored in the next berth. He had swallowed a lot of oil, was sick, 
and was having difficulty breathing as he fought his way toward safety. Someone grabbed at him and 
dragged him under. Carson broke the man’s hold, surfaced, and continued swimming. He managed to 
reach his destination, found a Jacobs ladder to the main deck, and reached safety.  
   “I was covered with fuel oil from head to toe, and I’d swallowed a bunch of it, and I was deathly sick 
when I got over on the Maryland. But I got over it and got in an ammunition train passing ammunition to 
one of their guns.” 
   After the attacks, Carson was assigned to a working party on shore picking up the dead and wounded. 
The dead were stacked like cordwood in one of the bombed-out hangers.  
   “I will never forget that ’cause the smell of burnt flesh, and it would stick to your hands if you’d pick 
’em up. It was weeks before I could even put my hands up without imagining I could smell it.” 
   Just thirty-two men survived; 429 were lost, the majority entombed below decks. 
   After months of recovery, Carson was reassigned to a destroyer and participated in the Battle of Savo 
Island, the first major naval engagement of the Guadalcanal campaign on 8-9 August 1942.  
   “We lost four heavy cruisers that night: USS Vincennes (CA-44), USS Astoria (CA34), USS Quincy 
(CA-39), and HMAS Canberra. I had the misfortune of being in on two of the worst defeats we suffered 
during the war.”  
   Carson left the Navy at the end of the war, a chief gunner’s mate, having served for six years. He returned 
to Tennessee a decorated veteran hero and served as a state game warden until retirement. 
   Chief Gunner’s Mate Frank Carson is the uncle of Roberta Spear, the museum’s owner. His donation 
may be viewed in glass case marked C-20. 
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