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INTRODUCTION

While researching for my book,
U-1215, I came across this story about a duel between U-66, a
German u-boat, and USS Buckley an American destroyer escort. The
movie, The Enemy Below (starring Robert Mitchum, 1957), was
inspired by this event though there is hardly any similarity in the
stories. A more recent movie, Greyhound (starring Tom Hanks, 2020),
is much closer in terms of action. As an exercise, I rewrote it to
give it a little more detail. In doing so, I had to add some things
that were not in the articles I read but I felt it was needed to
fill some gaps in the story.

All the people in this story are
real with their real names. Call signs were invented since that
kind of information is a bit difficult to obtain but the story is
essentially as it was reported in USS Buckley’s
after-action-report. The German side of the story, however,
contains invented material as there are very few sources that
recounted the event from their side. I have included my sources in
the links below:

Notes: Credits for U-66 vs USS
Buckley

http://www.desausa.org/sinking_of_u_66.htm

Note: this website seems to have
been deleted since I couldn't find it anymore.

USS Buckley after action
report

http://uboatarchive.net/U-66A/U-66BuckleyReport.htm

USS Block Island after action
report

http://ussblockisland.us/ships/cve-21-uss-block-island/

Additional information on
U-66:

https://uboat.net/boats/u66.htm


https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/atlantic-battle-uss-buckley-german-u-66

Interrogation report for
captured crew of U-66:

https://www.uboatarchive.net/U-66A/U-66INT.htm


 


May 6, 1944 approximately 500 kms
from Cape Verde Islands, North Atlantic.

USS BUCKLEY 2122H

Lt. Commander Brent Abel rechecked
the plot. It was 2122H and USS Buckley (DE-51) had been
chasing after a disappearing radar contact for almost five hours.
Five days earlier, the task group (TG 21.11) had been told of a
possible submarine within 150 miles of the group. Twenty-two hours
later, a search plane from the carrier, USS Block Island,
got radar contact and made a depth charge attack but with negative
results. Since then they had been conducting a "hold-down" action
against the sub.

A hold-down was exactly what it
sounded like. Even though they hadn't detected the submarine, using
close coordination with other destroyer escorts and aircraft, they
sailed around in a pattern that forced the submarine to stay
underneath the surface where it was slower and used precious
battery time. They hoped to exhaust its batteries or force it to
come up for air where it would be dealt with by either
fighter-bombers or destroyers. Unfortunately, this particular
submarine was playing hard to catch.

"Skipper," a yeoman came up with a
message from the radio room, "Task Group commander reports strong
radar contact bearing 300°, range 5000 yards, closing in at 18½
knots. Block Island's making a hard turn to course 120° and
orders us to close and attack the contact."

Abel acted immediately. The sub had
somehow evaded them and, instead of running, had decided to surface
and launch an attack on the aircraft carrier. "All ahead full, left
full rudder, make your course 300°."

The commander of USS Buckley
picked up the growler and called the radar room. "Radar, con. Do
you have contact on the submarine?"

"Negative, skipper. I have no
targets."

That figures, Abel thought.
The carrier had a better radar set than he did and he was being
ordered to find something he couldn't see. Well, at this speed,
we'll be on top of him in no time.

Unfortunately, they found no sign of
the submarine after a run of several minutes. At 2224H, Abel
ordered an observant search pattern and planes from the carrier
lent a hand in the search. They sailed around in a two mile square
while the search planes looked farther away. An hour later, Abel
ordered a retiring search but the sub appeared to had given them
the slip again. For the next three-and-a-half hours they came up
empty.

U-66

Oberleutnant (Lieutenant s.g.)
Gerhard Seehausen, commander of U-66 was worried. Several
days of evading accursed aircraft and destroyers had taxed his boat
and men almost to the breaking point. His chief engineer had just
informed him that their E-motors had to be repaired or else they'd
seize when they were most needed. He ordered the sub to the surface
and moving away from the last known position of the hunter/killer
task group that had been hounding them for the past several
days.

Just before giving the order to
surface, he gathered the bridge watch who were going to be scanning
the air and the sea around the submarine for both airplanes and
ships. "Men, we need to surface to give the engineers time to fix
the E-motors. Once they start repairs, we won't be able to dive for
about three hours. If we're spotted, we have no option but to run
and fight them off on the surface. Keep your eyes open and your
necks on a swivel."

Walter Drehwek, Seaman First Class,
went up the bridge ladder for his turn on watch. It was a bright,
moonlit night and the sea was as calm as can be. Beautiful
night, he thought, except such nights as these held dangers for
a surfaced sub. The sub was also leaving a bright wake as its
passing disturbed luminescent plankton. The little creatures turned
a bright blue when alarmed and what can be more alarming to a
microscopic animal than a large submarine churning the water. It
was beautiful but also dangerous. The light could be seen for
kilometers around and there was nothing they could do about it
except hope they passed out of the mass of plankton
soon.

BULLDOG THREE 0216H

Lt. (jg.) Jimmie Sellars shifted in
his TBM1-C, an Avenger type torpedo bomber. He was approximately
eighty-eight miles from Block Island and was all by his
lonesome. The nearest other search plane was seventy-five miles
away but visibility was excellent that night. The moon was bright
and the sea was calm as can be.

His orders were to search this
sector for a submarine that had evaded his task group for several
days. The good visibility was an advantage for both sides. Sellars,
however, had one more advantage over his quarry. He had
radar.

The blip appeared on his scope on a
bearing of 330°. Sellars waited for several seconds to see if it
would disappear. He once had an intermittent contact that made him
think a submarine was porpoising on the surface. It turned out to
be a humpback whale that kept jumping almost completely out of the
water. It was an incredible sight but it got him a lot of ribbing
back on the carrier. This time, the contact stayed solidly on his
scope. He decided to call it in.

"Doghouse, this is Bulldog Three. I
think I saw something at half-past-three. I'm gonna sniff around
some."

USS BLOCK ISLAND

"Skipper," the radioman called the
captain on the bridge, "Bulldog Three reports a contact at bearing
330°. He's moving off to investigate."

Hughes checked with the carrier's
squadron commander. By this time, Bulldog Three was about sixty-six
miles to the north of the task group and only about twenty miles
from Buckley. Hughes decided to send the Buckley
steaming toward the contact in case it turned out to be a u-boat.
He instructed the radio room to send the message to
Buckley.

USS BUCKLEY

"Doberman, this is Doghouse. Bulldog
Three got a sniff and we want you to check it out. Move out at
oh-three-fifty hours. He's about twenty minutes from your
position."

Abel smiled at the code talk which
wasn't really hard to decipher. Bulldog had detected a contact but
didn't have a visual yet. Doghouse (Block Island) wanted him
to check it out and had given bearing (03:50 = 350°) and distance
(20 minutes = 20 miles). At flank speed he'd be there in about 45
minutes but that's only if the contact (assuming it was a sub, he'd
heard about the whale story) stayed where he was. He had not been
given the contact's course and speed.

"X.O., set course to
three-five-zero, all ahead flank."

BULLDOG THREE 0230H

Sellars flew straight for the blip
on his scope. It wasn't long before he saw the luminescent wake of
the contact. It was a sub alright, moving on the surface. He stayed
a ways out to avoid being seen. His plane had been stripped down to
the bare essentials so that he could fly all night. That meant he
had no weapons, not even machine guns. He got on the horn to
Block Island, received an acknowledgement, and instructions
to maintain contact and guide Buckley onto the
target.

USS BLOCK ISLAND 0234H

Captain Hughes immediately ordered a
flight of planes fueled, armed, and up on deck for launching. It
would take some time to get them ready, however, and Buckley
had a head start. It was going to be a race against fast planes and
a destroyer escort on who gets to the target first.

U-66

Drehwek scanned the horizon and
lifted his binoculars up to the sky. Germans made very good
telescope lenses and these were top rate models. If only they
weren't so damned heavy, he thought.

Just as he lifted his scanning
towards the sky, he spotted it. The airplane was a long ways off
but that could change in a minute. He called out the contact to the
watch officer on the bridge.

With a shout of "ALARM," the boat
was galvanized into action. The call to air action was shouted and
additional men scrambled up the ladder to man the anti-aircraft
guns. Seehausen was quickly up on the conning tower and checked
over the plane himself. It was so far off, it was possible the
pilot might not have seen them yet.

"Hold your fire. He hasn't turned
this way yet. If he hasn't seen us, firing on him will surely
change that. In any case, he's too far away for accurate shooting
and we'd only be wasting ammunition."

The hope that they hadn't been
spotted soon died, however. The plane made a slow turn around them
as if preparing to attack. Evasive maneuvers were quickly issued
and the sub began making a series of turns and course changes in an
attempt to throw off the pilot's aim. Inexplicably, the plane
suddenly turned away and moved off.

BULLDOG THREE

"Doghouse, this is Bulldog three.
The sub's seems to by lying to, moving in circles, sometimes
steaming on a steady course. It's not moving too far from the same
spot."

Sellars thought it might be sticking
around waiting for another submarine but he didn't say that. He
just needed to report what he
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