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William F. Butterworth, Jr.
Fireman Second Class, U.S. Navy
Born September 5, 1925
Killed in Action October 25, 1944

William “Billy” F. Butterworth, Jr. was born on September 5, 1925, in McKinney, Virginia located in
Dinwiddie County. He was the oldest child of William F., Sr. and Mildred Butterworth and was later
joined by sisters, Evelyn and Nancy. Billy’s paternal grandparents were William Barner and Margaret
Rives Butterworth and his maternal grandparents were Thomas Sydnor and Eva Royal Jones. In the late
1920’s the family moved to Hopewell when Billy’s father, who was a banker in McKinney, took a job with
State Planters Bank. They first lived on Lynchburg Street, later on Poythress, and then 21°* Avenue
before moving to 15" Avenue in mid-1944 after Billy joined the Navy.

The family attended St. John’s Episcopal Church on Cedar Lane in Hopewell where Billy was confirmed
on December 8th, 1940, and presented by the rector of the parish, William Byrd Lee Milton to the Right
Reverend William O. Brown, Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Southern Virginia. With Billy's
confirmation, he was registered as a member of the Episcopal Church of St. John's in Hopewell. Billy
attended DuPont Elementary School and was also a member for Boy Scout Troop 123. He enjoyed
riding horses, so Billy would ride any time he could on the family farm in Dinwiddie with his Aunt Ellen
and their neighbors. At Hopewell High School Billy was in the more advanced Scientific Curriculum and
also played the drums in the school band. When he was a senior the yearbook said about him
“Handsome Billy is a regular man about town. He’s always ready either for a good time or some hard
work.”
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right: Billy with family friend Eliza Beck in
Dinwiddie County, Virginia




Upon graduating from high school in June 1943 at age 17, Billy took a job with the Old Dominion Water
Corporation in Hopewell. That summer Billy decided he wanted to join the Navy. Since he was still 17,
his father had to sign for him to join, enlisting on August 4, 1943. Upon enlisting, Billy went to the Naval
Station Great Lakes in lllinois for boot camp training. Following a furlough home, Billy returned to Great
Lakes to attend the Electrical Service School, graduating from that training on February 7, 1944.

Billy’s parents, Mr. & Mrs. William F. Billy’s High School Yearbook Senior Picture
Butterworth, Sr.

Afterwards he went to the Naval Operating Base at Norfolk, staying there until he was sent to Houston,
Texas and on April 28 was officially assigned to the newly commissioned USS Samuel B. Roberts (DE-
413), a destroyer escort, a relatively small ship designed mainly to hunt submarines and protect ship
convoys. At Houston Billy went through additional training before officially boarding the Roberts.

On May 3, 1944, the ship was loaded with ammunition and the crew steamed into the Gulf of Mexico to
begin live fire training. Over the next couple of months the Roberts crew continued training and
escorted shipping vessels along the East Coast with stops in Bermuda, Norfolk and Boston. On July 7,
the Roberts collided with a whale and, although not in danger of sinking, had to go to Norfolk for repairs.
While at Norfolk Billy was able to make several trips home.



Billy wearing leggings during training camp Billy with sister Evelyn while home in 1944

On July 22, 1944 the Roberts left Norfolk for the Pacific, passing through the Panama Canal on July 27
and July 28. Even though the crew could not leave the ship then, they got to see the beautiful sites of
the Panamanian jungle as the ship slowly transferred through the canal locks and associated lakes.
After leaving the Panama Canal, the Roberts headed to Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, all the while training with
their weapons. During this time on August 9, 1944, Billy wrote home to his sister Evelyn about the rigors
of the Navy, saying “I got my hair cut short yesterday because the Captain raised H___ about it at an
inspection the other day. He also gave me H___ for having nonreg shoes on. | had on my new shoes that
| bought while | was home on leave. | can’t have that happen again!”

The Roberts was at Pearl Harbor from August 10 through August 21, so Billy and his shipmates probably
got more shore leave before leaving to perform escort duty. After leaving Hawaii they headed
southwest towards the equator causing the temperatures onboard to raise well over 100 degrees below
deck where Billy normally served. But Billy seemed to enjoy many of the new experiences with plans to
put them to use once back in civilian life. He wrote to his previous co-workers at the water company
that the manager will “have to take me on as an electrician after the war instead of a booster pump or
filter operator. I’m enjoying the electrical work | do aboard ship so | think Ill stick to it, if possible, after
the war.”

On August 30, 1944 the Roberts arrived at Eniwetok Atoll in the Marshall Island. There the crew was
again afforded liberty on shore before heading back to Pearl Harbor on September 2. While on the way
back to Pearl Harbor, Billy wrote a letter to home on September 5 in which he said “It is my 19"



birthday, celebrated in the middle of the ocean. | never thought that | would be over 10,000 miles from
home on my 19" birthday did you?” He added “we are due to cross the International Date Line anytime
now. If we cross it today at least by 12 o’clock tonight, tomorrow will be the 5" also and Ill have two
birthdays in the same year!”

The Roberts arrived back at Pearl Harbor on September 10, 1944, during which time more training was
conducted before heading out on their second Pacific escort trip eleven days later. During one of the
two stops at Pearl Harbor, Billy happened to run into Frank Hancock, a good friend from Hopewell. On
September 30, the Roberts received orders to report to Manus Island in the Admiralties near the
equator and north of New Guinea. On October 5 the Roberts crossed the equator, which is an event
with a long tradition of initiation for those onboard that have never crossed the equator, to include Billy
and many of his shipmates. Anyone that had never crossed the equator before was called a pollywog
and those that had previously crossed were called shellbacks. The initiation lasted for two days, in
which Billy and the other pollywogs endured hideous haircuts, being smeared with smelly concoctions of
diesel fuel and oil, and crawling through a canvas tunnel full of rotting food garbage. The Roberts
arrived in Seeadler Harbor at Manus on October 6, from where Billy sent a letter home on October 8,
but he did not mention the initiation event in the letter. Instead he talked about how much he
appreciated all the letters he recently received from family and friends back home.

At Manus the Roberts received instructions for its role in preparation for the invasion of Leyte Island in
the southern Philippines. On October 12 the Roberts and other ships left Manus to take up their
positions off the Leyte coast, near Samar Island. They were to be in place by October 17, but a typhoon
played havoc on the entire flotilla, causing them not to arrive until October 18. From then until October
24 the Roberts screened for Japanese submarines around the carriers and landing craft they were
protecting. On October 24, the larger, more powerful American battleships left the area in search of
Japanese aircraft carriers that had been reported about 300 miles away, leaving a small force including
the Roberts defending the remaining American aircraft carriers and landing craft.

On the morning of October 25, a large Japanese fleet was able to conduct a surprise attack on the
American ships that were still guarding the fleet remaining at Leyte Gulf. Although outgunned by the
larger Japanese battleships, the Roberts and other American ships were able to successfully defend the
American aircraft carriers. However in doing so the Roberts was sunk along with three other American
ships, but the Japanese retreated because of the strong American resistance.

Starting on October 27, news spread throughout the United States of the naval battle that resulted the
sinking of American ships, which caused concern at the Butterworth household. However there were no
details of which American ships were lost until the government finally released details on Saturday,
November 18, twenty-four days after the Roberts was sunk. Billy’'s mother read in that day’s Richmond
Times-Dispatch that the Roberts one of the ships was lost in the naval “Battle of the Philippines”. Billy’s
father immediately contacted the Red Cross to investigate since they had not been informed. It wasn’t
until 9:40 am the next day, Sunday, November 19, that the official telegram arrived. As it turned out,
the government previously tried to deliver the telegram to the Butterworth family’s old address on 21*



Avenue instead of their new residence on 15" Avenue, thus delaying the notification. The telegram read
as follows:

“The Navy Department deeply regrets to inform you that your son William Frank Butterworth,
Jr., Fireman Second Class USNR is missing following action in the service of his country. The
Department appreciates your great anxiety, but details not now available and delay in receipt
thereof must necessarily be expected.”

Billy’s father wrote to the Associated Press to try to find out more details. The AP forwarded the letter
to Lieutenant Commander Robert. W. Copeland, the Commanding Officer of the Roberts, who had
survived when the ship was lost. Captain Copeland replied by letter on January 5, 1945, included below,
giving more details of the incident with hope that Billy somehow survived.

As it turned out, although there were 120 survivors from the Roberts, unfortunately Billy was one of the
89 crew members that perished. It was well over one year later, on February 13, 1946, before the Chief
of Naval Personnel informed the Butterworth family that Billy was determined to have been killed in
action.

In memory of Billy, his family installed a memorial plaque at the family cemetery in Dinwiddie, Virginia.
He is also memorialized at the Manila American Cemetery at Fort Bonifacio, Manila, Philippines where
his name is inscribed on the Wall of the Missing and his name is inscribed on the USS Samuel B. Roberts
monument at the Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery in San Diego, California. He is also listed on the
Virginia War Memorial in Richmond, Virginia and on the City of Hopewell War Memorial. In addition,
Billy is listed in the book Gold Star Honor Roll of Virginia in the Second World War. Billy was
posthumously awarded the Purple Heart and other service medals pictured below that are cherished by
his family to this day.

At the time this biography was developed, Billy was survived by his sister, Evelyn Butterworth
Bannerman, who continues to treasure his memory. The collection of information, mementos and
pictures included in this document were preserved by Billy’s parents, the late Mr. & Mrs. William F.
Butterworth, Sr. and more recently his sister Evelyn, on behalf of their family.




A special thanks is extended to Mr.
John Wukovits, author of the book For
Crew and Country for permission to
use information included in this
biography from his book about the
crew and travels of the USS Samuel B.
Roberts. The cover of the book is to
the right.
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USS Samuel B. Roberts DE 413 at sea, painted in Pacific camouflage scheme

October 1944 shortly before its loss



Below: Portion of the Richmond Times-Dispatch Article of November 18, 1944 in which Mrs.
Butterworth read about the USS Samuel B. Roberts being lost. This article came out the day
before the family was notified by the Navy Department that Billy was Missing in Action.

Enemy Fleet
Is Rendered

Impotent _

Philippine Sea
Battle Detailed

WASHINGTON, Nov, 17---(UDP)
—The Unlted States naval viclory
in the Philippines was so over-
whelming that it may prove one
of 1he decigive baitles of modern
times and it was of such magni-
tude that it will greatly reduce
Amerlean  casualties In fulure
phases of the Pacific war, the
Navy announced {oday,

It was the climactic phase of a
vast United Stales stratogle plan,
covering some 1,700,000 square
miles of the Pacific, which start-
ed with carrvier plane attacks on
Jananese targefs about Septem-
ber 1, developed so successfully
that the invasion of {he Philip-
pines wasg advanced (o October 20,
and cnded with the smashing of
a good part of the Japanese navy,
it was revealed,

The battle wrote a proud new
chapler in Ameoerican seamanship
and bravery, Submarines pursued
entire enemy’ [leets. Desiroyers,
desiroyer escorts and P'boais
charged with blazing guns info
the fire of enemy batlleships into

Japs Oulshof, Ountamaried
The Japanese were oulmaneu-
vered, outshot and outsmaried,
and they pul Into the fight the
best they had,
Fven now [ull detalls of {he ns-

donishing two months of nction hy

United States land, sea and air
forces, working in perfect co-ordi-
nation, cannot be told, bheecause it
would ald a confused and stricken
Japanese high command,

But the Navy, In a commu-
nigue, wus able to glve new de-
tails of the hattle and the actions
leading up 1o N, combining them
in one breath-taking picture of
naval might, skill and courage,

“The Japanese gre still wonder-
ing what happened to them,” the
Navy said,

For the first {ime, the Navy
listed the names of all sizeahle
Amerlean ships lost in the Philip-
pines battle—the light carrier
Princeien (name previously re-
vealed), the escort carriers St, Lo
and Gambier Bay, the 2,100-ton
destroyers Johnston and Hoel and
the destroyer escort Samuel B.
Roberis, A few smaller * craft
were lost,

the moulh of death,




The Missing in Action notification telegram received by the Butterworths
at 9:40 am on November 19, 1944. Note that the telegram was addressed to the

Butterworth’s old address on 21th Avenue, not 15t Avenue, which caused a
delay in them receiving the telegram.







Roberts received on January 5, 1945 by the Butterworths
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Presidential Citation Award received April 18, 1946




Memorial Plaque at the Butterworth Family Cemetery
in Dinwiddie County, Virginia
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Virginia War Memorial, Richmond, Virginia and Billy’s Inscription on the Wall
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City of Hopewell War Memorial
and Billy’s Inscription




USS Samuel B. Roberts Memorial at Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery

San Diego, California and Billy’s Inscription
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Manila American Cemetery at Fort Bonifacio, Manila, Philippines
and Billy’s name as inscribed on the Wall of the Missing
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Billy’s Awards as Displayed by his Family

Top left: World War Il Victory Award
Top right: Purple Heart

Bottom left: Asiatic Pacific Campaign Award
Bottom center and right: American Campaign Award



Purple Heart Award - Front




Purple Heart — Back Inscription:
“William F. Butterworth - F2C — USNR”




This memorial tribute made possible by support of:
J.T. Morriss and Sons
The Bank of Southside Virginia
Mr. and Mrs. Ray Williamson

Mrs. Jeanette Wallace
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