The Face of Fillmore







By Sherry Shepard


The USS Utah, the 28th Virgina-class submarine, was christened on October 25, 2025 in Groton, Connecticut.  This is the second U.S. Navy ship to be named for the state of Utah, an honor for our state. It will add to the legacy of the first Navy ship of the same name begun 108 years ago and famous for its crew’s heroic actions at Pearl Harbor.


Several dates over the past few years led up to this event.  Secretary of the Navy Ray Mabus announced the name on September 28, 2015 at a ceremony in Salt Lake City.  The number for the ship “801’ was chosen as it is the telephone area code for the capital, Salt Lake City.  The keel laying took place September 1, 2021 at the Groton Facility of General Dynamics Electric Boat at the Quonset Point facility in North Kingstown, Rhode Island.


The ships sponsors are Sharon Lee, wife of U.S. Senator Mike Lee and Mary Kae Huntsman, wife of former Utah governor Jon Huntsman Jr.

Virginia-class submarines are nuclear powered and provide defenses against

enemy submarines, gather intelligence and conduct covert missions.


The ship will sail in 2026 with a crew of more than 130 officers and enlisted sailors.  It will carry a wide description of sensors and weapons, including Tomahawk cruise missiles and advanced surveillance systems.  It is powered by a single nuclear reactor driving one shaft and is designed to be stealthy, fast, and long-endurance.  Its length is about 377 feet and when fully loaded has a submerged displacement of about 10,200 tons.  It can cruise at speeds of over 25 knots.

The new USS Utah brings back the historic name. The battleship USS Utah (BB-31), later converted to a target ship (AG-16), was among the US vessels sunk in the December 7, 1941, Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. 
The first USS Utah has a long history. It was the second and final member of the Florida class of dreadnought battleships and had one sister ship, the Florida. The Utah was built in New York and launched in December, 1909. The ship was christened by Mary Alice Spry, the 18-year-old daughter of Utah’s Governor William Spray. Traditionally, when a ship was named after a state, that state would buy a set of sterling silver serving ware to be used by the captain when he entertained dignitaries. Utah was no exception. The school children of the state donated $2700 toward this and the Legislature appropriated the rest of the funds. On the cold morning of November 6, 1911, 500 people from Utah came to present the silver service. Two hundred of them were members of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir who performed the national anthem. After the ship was decommissioned, the silver service was returned to the State of Utah and is now in the governor’s mansion along with other memorabilia including the captain’s clock and the U.S. flag that were fished out of the bay after the disaster. 

History tells us that these two ships, the Utah and the Florida, were the first to arrive during the United States occupation of Veracruz in 1914 during the Mexican Revolution. After the American entrance into World War I, Utah was stationed in Bantry Bay, Ireland, where she protected convoys from potential German surface raiders. Throughout the 1920s, the ship conducted numerous training cruises and fleet maneuvers, and carried dignitaries on tours of South America twice, in 1924 and 1928. In 1931, Utah was converted into a target ship. She was also equipped with numerous anti-aircraft guns to train gunners for the fleet. She served in these two roles for the rest of the decade. 

In early December 1941, Utah was moored off Ford Island in berth F-11, after having completed another round of anti-aircraft gunnery training. Shortly before 08:00 on the morning of December 7, some crew members saw the first Japanese planes approaching to attack Pearl Harbor, but they assumed they were American aircraft. The torpedo bombers were looking for American aircraft carriers, which usually anchored where Utah was moored that morning. The flight leaders identified Utah and changed their directions, but six of the planes attacked Utah, not recognizing that the shapes on the dock were not gun turrets, but boxes covering empty holes. Two of the torpedoes struck the ship.

Serious flooding started and she began to list to port. As the crew began to abandon ship, one man—Chief Watertender Peter Tomich—remained below decks to ensure as many men as possible could escape, and to keep vital machinery running as long as possible. He received the Medal of Honor posthumously for his actions. Crew members who had managed to escape swam to shore. The ship’s senior officer heard knocking from men trapped in the capsized ship.  Volunteers attempted to free the men.  They succeeded in rescuing four of them.  However, 58 officers and men were killed and 461 survived. 

Attempts were made to recover the ship but were unsuccessful. Her rusting hulk remains in Pearl Harbor, partially above water. The men killed when Utah sank were never removed from the wreck. She is considered a war grave. 

Two memorials were placed at the wreck about 1950. In 1972, a larger memorial was erected just off Ford Island, near the sunken wreck, and is now part of Pearl Harbor National Memorial.
Perhaps one of the most touching stories about the USS Utah happened 60 years later when a funeral service for Nancy Lynne Wagner, who died at birth, was held at Pearl Harbor, on the site of the USS Utah. Baby Nancy's father, Chief Yeoman Albert Wagner, was attached to the Utah at the time of the attack. Wagner had planned to scatter Nancy's ashes at sea when Utah left Pearl Harbor, but he never had the chance. Wagner survived the attack and remained in the Navy until 1952. He passed away in 1975 and was buried at sea off San Diego. Baby Nancy's urn is still in her father's locker aboard the Utah. Her twin sister Mary and other relatives were there for the services, which her father had planned to have taken place years before.
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