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PART 31 - USS DORADO – A “FRIENDLY FIRE” LOSS? 

During World War 2 the US Navy lost 52 submarines, and one of these was USS Dorado 

(SS-248)1.  She was lost with her 77 crew, having been reported lost on 25 October 1943. 

USS Dorado was one of many submarines built by the Electric Boat Company.  She was 

also one of the first of their boats2 to be built in part by women3, as the wartime 

workforce expanded and drew in women workers to supplement and replace male ones.  

Despite having a short service life, it was used to depict life in submarines during wartime 

in a series of paintings4. 

The boat also has the unique distinction of being the only one lost directly after leaving 

Groton5, where the Electric Boat Company was based and the submarine was built.  It was 

 
1  Named, like other wartime US submarines, after a type of fish – the dorado fish is better known by its 
Hawaiian name of mahi.  She was the first US Navy submarine so named.  A second (SS-526) was cancelled in 
1944 and the name has not been used since. 
2  Note: submarines are always “boats”, regardless of their size. 
3  Life magazine prepared a feature on the women working on the boat but never published it. 
4  2 artists joined it for its shakedown cruise – when the ship and its systems are tested prior to entering 
service – which involved 4 short voyages from Groton.  The artists completed a set of 25 paintings that 
include depictions of “sailors on watch peering through binoculars from the conning tower. Below decks, 
they drink coffee, peel potatoes and play cards next to torpedoes. They clamber through a hatch and man a 
deck gun”: https://apnews.com/article/cf2ee913f9314892955f06daca29f89d  
5  The town became known as “The Submarine Capital of the World” and 72 diesel-powered submarines 
were built there during the war. The shipyard there remains on the company’s main facilities, having 
providing submarines for the US Navy for over 100 years, including today’s nuclear-powered giants.  Elco 

https://apnews.com/article/cf2ee913f9314892955f06daca29f89d


only the second boat built at the company’s new Victory Yard, which occupied a former 

World War 1 shipyard 2 miles from the company’s main yard. 

The submarine’s keel was laid down on 27 August 1942. 

She was launched, rather unceremoniously, on 23 May 1943, the seventh such launching 

in a 13-week period and the previous launch ceremonies having been dispensed with.  She 

was commissioned into the Navy, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Earle 

Caffrey Schneider, on 28 August 1943. 

 USS Dorado being fitted out, August 1943 
 

Following a shakedown cruise, USS Dorado set sail from the submarine base at New 

London, Connecticut for the Canal Zone on 6 October 1943, but never reached its 

destination.  When she failed to arrive at Canal Zone in October 1943, unsuccessful 

searches were made in the Caribbean, starting on 14 October. A subsequent Navy Court of 

Inquiry decided that she had probably been the victim of friendly fire. 

The Court of Inquiry heard that a US Navy PBM Mariner flying-boat patrol bomber6 had 

encountered an apparently unknown submarine on 12 October (the bomber having 

incorrect information on USS Dorado’s expected position) and attacked with depth 

 
(the Electric Launch Company) was a subsidiary that built motor launches and, during World War 2, nearly 
400 PT Boats (see the Chapter on PT Boats in Panama). 
6  Of patrol squadron VP-210 operating out of Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 



charges and a bomb.  However, the bomb and one of the depth charges were said not to 

have exploded and the bomber crew testified that they had identified the submarine as a 

U-boat before attacking – claiming to have spent 12 minutes observing the surfaced 

submarine7. 

At the time, standard operating procedure was to impose restrictions within an area 

50 nm (93 km) ahead, 100 nm (190 km) astern, and 15 nm (28 km) on each side of the 

scheduled position of an unescorted submarine making passage in friendly waters. 

No trace of the USS Dorado was ever found, and debris that was recovered was 

determined not to be from the boat. 

Postwar, Kreigsmarine records indicated that U-518 may have been the submarine 

attacked by the PBM – although the U-518 had no record of such an attack8.  After the 

attack, the aircraft searched the area for 20 minutes, but saw no explosions, bubbles, or 

debris.  Kreigsmarine records confirm the contact with the second submarine reported by 

the PBM, with the mine-laying U-214 having reported firing on an aircraft. 

One theory about what happened to USS Dorado is that she was damaged – by the 

bomber or by a mine (such as those being laid by U-2149), having had trouble submerging 

(as she would have done if attacked) during her trials.  So stricken she could have drifted 

on the prevailing currents to off the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico.  This theory is 

supported by claims that in the 1970s pilot used a landmark nicknamed the “Gray Ghost” 

in the sandy seabed to indicate they were approaching their destination.  This may have 

been the hull of the submarine, protruding from the seabed. 

https://apnews.com/article/cf2ee913f9314892955f06daca29f89d 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USS_Dorado_(SS-248)  

 
7  About 2 hours later, the PBM came upon another submarine with which it attempted to exchange 
recognition signals, but was fired upon.  This second submarine has been identified as a U-boat, U-214 – see 
below. 
8  However, of the 3 depth charges and the 100 lb bomb that were dropped, 1 depth charge was confirmed 
as not exploding, 1 was dropped too low to arm itself, and neither the third depth charge nor the bomb 
were seen to explode. 
9  U-214 lay a minefield of 15 mines 5 miles off Colón. 

https://apnews.com/article/cf2ee913f9314892955f06daca29f89d
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USS_Dorado_(SS-248)


 

 


