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During World War [I USS BALCH and USS WARRINGTON (DD383), later sunk in the
Atlantic while on convoy duty, participated in the TOEM-WAKDE-SARNI landings on the north
coast of New Guinea, 17 — 21 May 1944, and the invasion of BIAK, 27 May — 18 June 1944,

BIAK is the largest of the Schouten Islands which lie off the northwest coast of New Guinea.
This invasion was the most westerly penetration of Japanese held territory at the time. The
longitude of Biak is actually farther west than that of Tokyo.

On 21 May 1944 the 162" and the 186" Regimental Combat Teams of the 419 Division landed
on the south shore of BIAK, covered by two cruisers squadrons of the 7" Fleet. The fighting was
so intense that little progress was being made. Accordingly, on 31 May the remainder of the 41
division, less one battalion, was embarked on LSTs and escorted from WAKDE to BIAK by
BALCH and WARRINGTON for a two-pronged attack on the airfield. At this point the two
cruiser squadrons pulled out of the area leaving BALCH and WARRINGTON alone to provide
protection and gunfire support for the landing troops. For sure, we had been “left out on the end
of the stick”, as it were.

The next two-and-half weeks proved to be extremely hectic for the officers and men of the two
destroyers. Mo relief was ever sent. During that time the Japanese initiated three attempts to
reinforce BIAK. We knew of only one of these, the first. 1 found out about the second by letter
in August 1944, and read about the third in the book RED SUN SETTING, in October 2004.

Shortly after 27 May 1944 the Japanese prepared the first relief operation for BIAK which was
designated operation KRON. The KRON Plan called for warships to transport 2,500 Japanese
troops to BIAK to reinforce the garrison. The battleship FUSO (16-inch guns), heavy cruisers
MYOKO and HAGURO (8-inch guns), and five destroyers were to act as screen for the transport
section consisting of one heavy cruiser, one light cruiser, three destroyers, and a transport. These
units headed for BIAK on 31 May. On 3 June a U.S. submarine, USS BLUEFISH, which
BALCH had refueled off WAKDE when she ran short of fuel, spotted the Japanese force and
reported its location. When a U.S. PBY patrol aircraft began shadowing them, Rear Admiral
Maomso Sakonju decided to call off the attempt.

On 31 May BALCH and WARRINGTON received an earth-shaking (to us. anyway) dispatch
informing us that a Japanese heavy cruiser task force was closing in on BIAK. This was all the
message said, and was the only communication we received in the period between 31 May and
I8 June. We were left on our own to worry about and plan for taking on two enemy cruisers and
three destroyers. We definitely had been left out of the communication loop!

The Japanese were not about to give up on BIAK, though, and a second attempt to reinforce the
island was quickly mounted. On 7 June Rear Admiral Naomso Sakonju led a force of six
destroyers distantly screened by two cruisers. Three destroyers carried six hundred troops while
the other three destroyers provided an escort and towed a landing barge each. Sakonju’s second
attempt, unknown to us, was to be even less successful.
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On 8 June ten B-25"s from the 17" Reconnaissance Squadron of the 310" Bombardment Wing,
AAF, based in Hollandia, New Guinea, spotted the Japanese destroyers near Amsterdam island.
The AAF pilots sank the troop-laden destroyer HARASUME (See referenced letter) and
damaged three other destroyers in a blazing low-level attack. What was left of the relief force
turned back when Allied cruisers and destroyers led by Rear Admiral A.C. Crutchley, R.N.
appeared on the scene. Thus, the second attempt to Kick us off BIAK had been turned back.

Following the second failure, the Japanese were more determined than ever to sink us and push
our troops back into the sea. To this end, a new force to carry out Operation KRON was
assembled. It included the two largest battleships ever built, the 18-inch gun YAMATO and her
sister-ship MUSASHO, three heavy, two light cruisers, seven destroyers, two mine layers, and a
number of support ships and transport vessels. The run to BIAK was scheduled to be made on 15
June. And there we were, the mighty five-inch gun destroyers, BALCH and WARRINGTON,
the only ULS. warships in the area left to repel the Japanese invasion fleet. It was hardly an even
playing field. Thank God we didn’t know anything about this at the time. In this the third
attempt the troops were to be landed at all costs, and the big guns of the heavy ships were to be
used in a smashing bombardment of the U.S. position on the island, and to sink the U.S. naval
support force. (read that as BALCH and WARRINGTON).

Once again fate intervened to stall reinforcements for BIAK. On 11 and 12 June the U.S.
launched the invasion of the MARIANAS (Guam, Saipan, and Tinian). The Japanese finally
realized they had been out-foxed; the Americans were actually aiming for the MARIANAS, while
the Japanese thought BIAK would be the starting point for the invasion of the Philippines. It just
proves it’s better to be lucky than smart or good.

The Japanese called off operation KRON. It was never resumed, and the mighty Japanese task
force destined for BIAK was diverted to the MARIANAS.

On 18 June BALCH and WARRINGTON were detached from the BIAK operation and ordered
to the Atlantic Coast for much needed and long-awaited overhauls.

About the first of August, 1944, | received a letter a copy of which is attached, from Captain
Glen Pruitt, my college roommate at U.C. Berkeley. He was flying B-25"s out of Hollandia, New
Guinea during the BIAK invasion. In that letter he vividly describes how on 8 June 1944. he, as
a pilot of one of the B-25"s spotted Admiral Sakunju’s ships in his second attempt to reinforce
BIAK. He personally sank the large Japanese destroyer HARASUME with 200 troops on board
in a low-level “skip™ bombing attack.

Glen survived the war but didn’t achieve his goal of returning to college. He with his charming
wife Betty raised a wonderful family. We remained in touch throughout the years until he passed
away in January, 2004,
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Chief Engineer, USS BALCH






