Fact sheet on USS Balao (SS-285)

The first of the Balao Class submarines, USS Balao (SS-285), named for the balao fish, was authorized to be built by the United States Congress on 23 December 1941.  Her keel was laid on 26 June 1942 by the Portsmouth Navy Yard at Kittery, Maine. Christened by Mrs. Theodore C. Aylward, wife of Lieutenant Commander Aylward, the sub was launched on 27 October 1942 without the conning tower or the conning tower fairwater being fitted.  This was done to free up the building way so that construction of a new submarine could be started as quickly as possible.  Commissioning took place on 4 February 1943 with Lieutenant Commander Richard Henry Crane in command.

When commissioned, the first heavy-hull Fleet-Type submarine was 311'9" in length overall; had a maximum beam of 27'3"; had a standard surface displacement of 1,526 tons and a mean draft of 15'3". Submerged displacement was 2,414 tons.  The designed complement was 6 officers and 60 men.  Armament consisted of six bow and four stern 21-inch torpedo tubes, one 4-inch/50-caliber deck gun, one 40 mm antiaircraft gun, and two 50-caliber machine guns.  Twenty-four torpedoes could be carried.  Test depth (operating depth) was set at 400 feet (in extremis, she might survive at 800 feet).  Diesel oil in the amount of 94,400 gallons could be carried to fuel four General Motors main propulsion engines and one auxiliary engine.  These engines turned generators that made electricity, which turned main propulsion motors, which turned two propellers to drive the vessel at 20.25 knots on the surface.  The cruising range on the surface was 11,000 miles at ten knots.

The generators were also utilized to charge the 252-cell main storage battery that supplied the power to turn the main propulsion motors, when submerged, for a maximum speed of 8.75 knots.  She could run submerged for two days at two knots.  Patrol endurance was 75 days. Following shakedown, Balao transited to Pearl Harbor and reported to the Pacific Fleet for duty.

Balao's World War II operations spanned the period from 25 July 1943 to 27 August 1945.  During this period she completed ten war patrols.  She is credited with having sunk seven Japanese ships totaling 32,108 tons, and sinking by gunfire 1,100 tons of miscellaneous enemy small craft.  Balao received nine battle stars for her services during World War II. Following the end of World War II, Balao transited to the United States, arriving at Staten Island, New York, on 27 September 1945.  On 20 August 1946, she was decommissioned at the Naval Submarine Base at New London/Groton, Connecticut and was placed in the reserve fleet and moored in the Thames River at the north end of the base within a nest of many World War II veteran submarines.

During the Korean War, Balao was taken out of the "Mothball Fleet" and readied for service.  Recommissioned on 4 March 1952, she transited to the Naval Station at Key West, Florida where she reported for duty to Commander Submarine Division 121, Submarine Squadron 12, Submarine Force, Atlantic Fleet.  She engaged in various types of exercises, participated in fleet maneuvers and provided services to the Fleet Sonar School as a submarine target.  She also conducted type training to keep her crew ready to perform any assigned mission. The boat spent many months at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba providing services to the Fleet Training Group and to ships and aircraft that were there to enhance their antisubmarine warfare capabilities by detecting and tracking submerged submarines.  Many "show the flag" port visits were conducted in the Caribbean and along the eastern and Gulf of Mexico seaboards of the United States.

On 1 April 1960, Balao was reclassified as an auxiliary submarine (AGSS-285). On 11 July 1963, Balao was decommissioned for the last time. During her active service periods, she was never converted or modernized.  She was one of the few that operated during the post-World War II period without being streamlined or having a snorkel system installed.

On 1 August 1963, Balao was stricken from the "Navy List".  On 4 September 1963, Balao was sunk as a target off Charleston, South Carolina. Before being expended as a target, the conning tower, conning tower fairwater, bridge superstructure, masts, and periscope shears were removed from the submarine. They have been refurbished and, under the stewardship of the Naval Sea Systems command, are now displayed at its waterfront headquarters at the Washington Navy Yard.
