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Before sinking Black
Point, the crew of U-835

had sent USS Eagle Boat
56 to the bottom.

Sailors aboard USS Moberly paint a U-Boat silhouette on
their ship for sinking U-853.

Oberleutnant Helmut Fromsdorf (who had replaced
the injured Kapitanleutnant Helmut Sommer) too was
up early that morning in May 1945. The radio traffic
he read was, at best, depressing. The Red Army had
overrun Berlin, the capital of Germany. Army units in
Denmark, Holland, and northern Germany were
reported to have surrendered to the invading Allies.
Swinemuende, the last major German port on the
Baltic, had fallen to the Russians.

Reports of Adolf Hitler’s suicide cast further gloom
on the worsening situation. Whether or not the
Fuhrer was dead or escaped made little difference;
Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz, mastermind of
Germany’s deadly undersea fleet, was the new leader
of the collapsed Third Reich.

Fromsdorf, at just 23-years of age, surmised that
the end was at hand. Still, he had not received any

message to counterman the
Grand Admiral’s orders — to
sink as many Allied ships as
possible. Yet, it was a far cry
from the early days of the war,
the period that the Nazi
submariners referred to as the
“Happy Time” — a time
relatively free of interference
from US Naval forces.

The entire Atlantic, especially
the eastern sea front, had been
the scene of easy pickings by
German U-Boats in the early
months of the war. Unable to

organize a proper
convoy system, Nazi
subs sank 28 AlIied
vessels of 159,340-tons
in March 1942; 86

on the wing here, only an albatross
wheeling lazily overhead. Some-
where there was a war on, but 
with Nazi Germany only a few
hours away from surrender, it
seemed certain to Joe that the
war had passed him — and Point
Judith — by.

Yet, even as the bo’sun’smate
walked back to the station, the
conflict that engulfed much

of the globe would
touch these waters
before the sun set;
before the curtain
on the European
theater of war fell.

Off the coast of Rhode Island lies the sunken hulk 
of  U-853, the last U-Boat sunk by the 
US Navy during WWII
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Bo’sun’smate First Class Joe Burbine was up
early that morning as usual for calisthenics.
Like each preceding morning, Joe would be

winded and feel every one of his 35-years when he’d
finish the tenth lap around the station’s grounds.
There has been a lighthouse at Point Judith since the
earliest days of the Republic. By the time of the Civil
War, two had already succumbed to the elements
when the current brownstone and brick structure was
built on a point of land about a mile from the Rhode
Island coast proper.

With this daily ritual finished, Joe could be found
leaning against old Point Judith Light trying to catch
his breath. It was here that Joe would gaze across the

waters toward Block Island and shift his vision toward
Newport. And yet his view of Rhode Island’s waters was
only superficial, his mind was really elsewhere — his
eyes trying to see farther than what normal men could.

For on this morning across the wide expanse of
ocean, men were dying, he thought, perhaps some of
his friends. The friends he served with way
back when.

Joe was right, men were dying, for the
world was at war. Plenty of war news came
across the station’s teletype, but not the
action, not the suffering, nor the carnage.
But, Joe reflected, the battles being
waged on this spring morning might

as well be fought on the
far side of the moon.

True, kamikazes
flew their one-way mis-
sions against our fleet,
but it was far removed
from this place. No death


