Pray Funeral Home
Charlotte, Michigan
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twas a beautiful sunny bluc-sky morning. I stood beside
the family under the heat of the sun. In front of them was
the casket of their Uncle Francis Flaherry. The hills of the
cemetery surrounded the family sheltering them from the rest
of the world. Hundreds of local community members stood
on the hilsidesin support of the family and in trbute to the
fallen hero.

“The crowd remained motionless as an emotional silence
blanketed the cemetery and all who were present. A growing
thunder could be heard approaching in the distance. The
noise grew unil the silence was shattred by three Navy
F-18% from the Jolly Rogers Squadron VFA-103 (3xcFA-18F)
and one from the Gunslingers squadron VFA-105 (1xFA-
18E) out of Naval A Station Oceana in Virginia Beach,
Virginia lying above the trctops.

Twondered how the sense of shock and awe of the aircraft
screaming over our community affected those in the

surrounding arca. Was it anything like the sense of surprisc:
the salors and service men and women of Pearl Harbor
experienced on the fteful day of December 7, 19412

“The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor was the reason why we
were gathered in our local cemetery 80 years later. The lives
of many silors and soldicrs ended that day, including the life
of Ensign Francis Charles Flaherty.

Francis grew up in our community of Charlotee. He didn'
have an easy lfe, his parents both died when he was a small
boy. Despite that he excelled in high school. His fellow
classmates remembered him as an all-American boy, member
of the football team, and a member of the Yearbook staf.

He went on o graduate from the University of Michigan and
enlisted in the U.S. Navy. In December 1940 he reccived his
dream assignment aboard the Batdleship U.S.S. Oklahoma
in Pearl Harbor.
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Pearl Harbor is attacked

As the Japanese Zeros screamed over the harbor,the soldiers
and salors of Pearl Harbor raced to their posts. Among them
Ensign Frances Charles Flaherty took his posiion in one of
the gun turres of the Oklahoma, ready to defend the United
States of Ameria. The Zeros dropped numerous torpedo
bombs into the harbor and cight of them had picrced the
armored hull of the U.S.S. Oklahoma.

“The Oklahoma started taking on water rapidly and was
tolling over on it sid. As the klaxon horns rang out the
abandon ship signal, the heavily armored turret that was
designed to protect the sailors was quickly becoming a dark
watery tomb. Francis refused to leave his post. Grabbing a
Hlashlight, he trained it on the exit as the water rose, helping
his men escape certain death. Francis did not survive.

Francis was awarded the Medal of Honor Posthumously
for his heroic actions.

Recovery

Tewasn't unil 1943 when the Oklahoma was finally raised
chat the remains of 430 unknown salors were recovered,
Francis among them. They were interred in the national
cemetery known as the Punch Bow in Honolulu under a
marker inscribed “U.S.S. Oklahoma Unknowns.” In 2015
the Office of Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency
contacted surviving family members of Ensign Francis
Flahesty for DNA samples to help identify Francis. On
September 30, 2019, Francis had been postively identified.

Tt was decided by the family to bring him home to rest
with his parens. A small group of veterans and historians
formed t0 help with Francis’return. | immediately offered
the services of our family and staff. That' when I heard

the misconception that many people have today, that the
government or, in this case, the Navy, was “going to take
care of everything” I assured the committce that the Navy
would get him home and send the personnel to complete
the honors, but there would be many details o coordinate
through the funeral home. As the arrangements progressed,
I realzed what an understatement that was.

Coordination with the Navy
Military Funeral Honors for a Medal of Honor Recipient
involved more clements than most other Honors. Over
the course of the arrangements our staff coordinated plans

between eight officers in six bases around the country.
‘The homecoming and funeral of Francis Flaherty was
0 be conducted in three parts

1. Arrival in Michigan through the Gerald R. Ford
International Airport in Grand Rapids.

2. The graveside funeral and Military Honors

3. A memorial program sharing the story of Francis Faherty
with the family and community.

“The first contact was with US Navy Mortuary Affars. They
held Franci' remains and coordinated the transfer o Fi

to Michigan. They exphined that the physical remains
of Ensign Flaherty were skeletal remains. They would be
wrapped in 2 wool Navy blanket and placed in the caske.
A Navy uniform would be placed over the remains in the
same position as if he were wearing it. It would be complete
with his medals and a second Medal of Honor around the
neck of the uniform. The fmily had the choice of keeping
the Medal, which they decided to do.

ncis

Coordination of the honors details

For the Military Funeral Honors, we contacted Command
Navy Mid Adantic in Norfolk, Virginia. A family Casualty
Assistance Officer out of Batele Creck was assigned to oversee
the Honors Teams. A Navy Pecty Officer from a Navalstation
in Kalamazoo met with our local commitee to coordinate
the Honors Teams for both the Planc Side Honors when
Ensign Faherty arrived in Michigan and at the Funeral.

“The Honors Teams came from four diferent departments
and stations. “The Flag Team, the salors that would act as
casket bearers and fold and present the flag, came from naval
stations throughout the sate of Michigan. The riffe detail and
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musician to play taps came from Great Lakes Naval Station
in linois. Because Francis was a Medal of Honor recipient
4 Flag Offcer, Rear Admiral Jff Spivey, out of Florida would
be in attendance to present the flag.

“The family had also requested a fiyover during the Funeral
Honors. They had been referred to file forms with the FAA,
however after completing and submitting the forms, the
parciular FAA deparment realized i wasn their jurisdiction.
After further investigacion, and cals to our congressman, we
received a call from Command Naval Air Force Atlantic, also
in Notfolk, Virginia to coordinate the Flyover team from the
Jolly Rogers Squadron out of Oceana Naval Base in Virginia.

“The Flyover required an exact timeline for the graveside
service to be sure the plancs would pass over ac preciscly
the right moment. This required timing cach clement of the
graveside down to the second. The plan was shared with the
Ground Control Officer who would be at the cemtery to
communicate with the flight lcad as o when to make the
fiyover pass.

“Thirty Naval personnel were involved in the Funeral Honors
Interestingly enough, the different deparcments didr't appear
t0 be coordinating as  group until we started pulling them
together through joint communi

The arrival

We contacted authorities a the Grand Rapids airport for the
arrival of Ensign Flahercy in Michigan. A local State Police
“Trooper arranged for two cars which we coordinared to escort
us on the 60-mile trip. We also contacted our local police ©0
help with traffc once we reched town. A local committee
member had arranged for The American Legion Riders,
alocal group of veterans, to escort us back as well.

“The day of arival in Grand Rapids went without a hitch,
the fmily members and Navy personnel gathered with

the American Legion Riders and State Police escorts at the
designated gite to the airport apron. It was humbling to be
escorted onto the terminal 3pron to watch the commercial
passenger jec land and taxito the gate. Asthe group of Navy,
fumily and police followed the funeral coach into position
for the transfer 1 glanced at the faces staring out the windows
of the aircrat and the terminal building, wondering what
they were thinking, The flag draped casket appeared at the
opening of the baggage hold and slowly progressed down
the conveyor to the Navy casket bearers waiting at

autention. 1 had a lump in my throat and was glad
1 was able to help this family with this homecoming.

The day of the service

“The morning of the funcral the Navy teams gathered

at Maple Hill cemetery early to practice. Since we were
concerned with the possible numbers of guests from the
community that would attend, we stationed five staff
members (including our seven-year-old grandson) at the
cemetery to direct traffic, guide the public to parking arcas
and dircct them t0 the designated viewing areas on the hills
surrounding the gravesite.

Before we left the funeral home, we presented the second
Medal of Honor to the family: To our surprise there was
20 known protocol for presentation of a second Medal
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of Honor, so we developed a short simple ceremony and
asked Rear Admiral Spivey to present the Medal to the family.

“The Navy casket bearers caricd the la draped casket to
the coach and the procession departed for the cemetery with
family in limousines and automobiles being led with over
250 American Legion Riders and police.

Prompted for months by our social media outreach and.
contact with local news, community members lined the
streets with flags and banners of thanks for Ensign Flaherey’s
sacrifice for our freedom. Our local Fire Departments
suspended an enormous flag over the entrance to the
cemetery. The fumily expressed surprisc and appreciation

1o the community who surrounded them along the path

0 and at the cemetery.

“The graveside funeral began with Admiral Spivey addressing
the family abou the bravery of Ensign Flaherty: Rev. F.
Dwight Ezop of the local Catholic Church that Francis had
attended as 2 young man celebrated the Catholic funcral rite.

“The Military Honors began. The flag was lfted and.
held taut over the casket by the casket bearers. The riffe
squad presented the three-volley salute with exact precision.
“The musician blew Taps, and the American flag was crisply
folded and turned over to Rear Admiral Spivey who pivoted
and presented i to the oldest surviving fumily member, Then
there was a brief pause of slence.

“Thatis when the distant rumble broke the silence and.
quickly became a deafening roar a the four F18 Super
Hornets screamed into view above the trectops. The noise
and the sight brought surprise, tears, and smiles o the crowd
that watched as  lone aircraft broke formation and climbed
toward the heavens We all watched in awe as the pilot guided
his aiship toward the heavens. Just before he disappeared
into the clear blue sky, he performed a roll of the aircraft

as if saying *just saw Francis in the heavens!”

As the F18' disappeared over the horizon, the silence
remained for a few more moments as the crowd reflected
on allthey had scen that morning,
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“The family was guided back to the limousines and the
procession departed for the third part of Ensign Flaherty's
Services, a memorial program held at the VFW Post 2406
next door to the cemetery, where Admiral Spivey presented
the Medal of Honor lag to the family: The Medal of Honor
flag s a square flag with a sky-blue background holding 13
gold stars and bordered by gold fringe. State Senator Tom
Barreee presented a proclamation of the designation of the
main stret route through town as the Ensign Francis Flaherty
Memorial Highway. Don Colizzi, a local Medal of Honor
historian, shared the story of Francis Flaherty and his final

hours on the U.S.5. Oklshoma. The program closed with
comments of thanks from the family for the community’s
help in bringing Francis home.

Among the impressive Miltary Honors, and the tributes
given of Ensign Flaherty that day, we witnessed the core
values of what we seek to achieve in funeral service

—a family reunited, a commaunity joined together in
solemn remembrance, and sure proof of a grateful nation
welcoming a hero home.




