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On the evening of May 4, 1945, the 
officers and crew of the salvage and 
submarine rescue vessel USS 
Penguin ASR-12 were celebrating the 
apparent end of WWII in the Atlantic 
theater.



Buoyed by the April 30 suicide 
of Adolf Hitler and the 
appointment of Admiral Karl 
Doenitz as Fuehrer, the Groton, 
CT. based vessel would be called 
into action in just two days. 



That same morning of May 4, Doenitz knowing full well the 
end was near for Germany issued the following order: “All 
U-boats. Attention all U-boats. Cease fire at once. Stop all 
hostile action against allied shipping.  Doenitz”



On that same fateful night of May 4, Doenitz issued his 
cease hostilities order to go into effect the next morning at 
0800 Berlin time, the German submarine U-853 was lurking 
off the coast of R.I. seeking prey.



She was under the command of Oberleutnant Zur See Helmut 
Fromsdorf who was replacing Helmut Sommer who was badly 
injured on a previous patrol when 853 was strafed by American 
aircraft from USS Croatan while on the surface. After escaping 
from that almost certain destruction U-853' crew began to refer 
to her as “der Seiltanzer” or the Tightrope Walker while her 
American pursuers referred to her as Moby Dick due to her 
elusive nature.



Sommers’ injuries prevented him from joining 853 on what 
proved to be her last patrol but despite his many wounds he 
had some words of advice for Fromsdorf before the latter left 
Germany for her last patrol. According to Sommer’s wife in 
a1974 letter, he told Fromsdorf that “the end of the war was 
near and he hoped so much that all the fine fellows of the 
crew could survive” and repeatedly urged him not to act 
frivolously.



While the Penguin’s crew were enjoying themselves, S.S. 
Black Point, a 396-foot-long collier, was on her way from 
Virginia to Boston with a cargo of 7,595 tons of coal for the 
Boston Edison power plant. She was built in 1918 and 
originally named USS Fairmont by the U.S. Navy after being 
acquired for convoy duty to France to aid the American 
Expeditionary Forces during WWI.



She was armed with a six-inch gun and one six pounder for use by her 
five-man US Navy Armed Guard crew. After the WWI ended, she was 
sold to a private shipping company and renamed the Nebraskan and sold 
again in 1927 to C.H. Sprague of Boston and named S.S. Black Point. 
Mariners being a superstitious lot believe that changing a ship’s 
name invited bad luck, in this case superstition became reality.



Four-Armed Guard crew survived 
the attack as did the remaining 
Merchant Marine crew including 
Captain Prior, all of whom were 
rescued by several nearby vessels 
which responded to the SOS 
tapped out by radioman Ray Tharl. 
The Yugoslavian freighter Kamen 
witnessed the attack and sent out 
an SOS and rescued the majority 
of Black Point’s crew, the 
remainder were picked up by crash 
boats and brought into Point Judith 
and Newport. 



The exploding torpedo was heard by 
Boatswain's mate Joe Burbine at 
Coast Guard station Point Judith 
who immediately notified Naval 
District HQ in Boston which relayed 
the message to Eastern Sea Frontier 
in New York City. They in turn 
dispatched the only ASW group in 
the vicinity, Task Group TG 60.7 
which had left NYC earlier that day 
after escorting a convoy across the 
Atlantic.



TG 60.7 consisted of Ericsson DD-440, Amick 
DE-168, Atherton DE-169 and Moberly PF-63, 
all were on their way to Boston for overhaul. 
All had extensive ASW experience and upon 
receiving orders to the sinking area proceeded 
there quickly. Fromsdorf could not have picked 
a worse time or place to sink an American 
vessel, especially in such  shallow water, 
approximately 100 feet. Captain Sommers, 
853’s previous skipper, told his wife Klara 
Marie that “He never had attacked a ship in 
such a situation. U-853 was lost from the 
beginning with such little water under her keel 
and so near the coast”. Moberly PF-63



In what seems like an only in Hollywood 
scenario, as the Atherton was helping to locate 
and destroy a German submarine just below her, a 
far more peaceful and compassionate operation 
was underway in her sickbay. German POW 
Private first-class Franz Kroner was undergoing 
an emergency appendectomy performed by Lt. 
Maurice Vitsky, a USN surgeon of Jewish 
descent.



Kroner had been transferred to Atherton in 
Gibraltar on 20 April for the trip back to the U.S. 
During the Atlantic crossing, Dr. Vitsky and 
Pharmacists Mate 3rd class Thomas J. Ciaccio 
cared for Kroner who was suffering from acute 
appendicitis. Kroner survived the operation and 
the war and died on May 5, 2008, sixty-three 
years to the day that Fromsdorf fired that fateful 
torpedo.













USS Atherton





U853 interior while under attack





















Grave in Island Cemetery Newport
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Insignia on Piece of Chart
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Diver entering Fwd torpedo hatch.
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Side forward torpedo door
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Looking into Conning Tower
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Bill Palmer inside Black Point
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Divers ascending

46








