
A fictionalized and resequenced version of the ramming attack by Growler on her fourth patrol 
features prominently in the John Wayne movie Operation Pacific. 
 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Robert Louis Chamblin, Jr. 

 

 

Rank/Rate Quartermaster, Second Class 

Service Number 648 09 57 

Birth Date April 16, 1921 

From Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Decorations Purple Heart 

Submarine USS Growler (SS-215) 

Loss Date November 8, 1944 

Location South China Sea 

Circumstances Probably sunk by depth charge attack 

Remarks Robert was raised and educated in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. 
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Growler (SS-215) 

Compiled by Paul W. Wittmer and Charles R. Hinman, 

with editorial notes by Robert H. Downie, originally from: 

U.S. Submarine Losses World War II, NAVPERS 15,784, 1949 ISSUE 

A fictionalized and resequenced version of the ramming attack by Growler on her fourth patrol features 
prominently in the John Wayne movie Operation Pacific. 

Early in November 1944, GROWLER, HAKE and HARDHEAD were operating together west of 

the Philippine group as a coordinated search and attack group under command of CDR T. B. 

Oakley, Jr., Commanding Officer, GROWLER. The patrol was GROWLER's eleventh. On 7 

November, GROWLER reported having made temporary repairs to her SJ radar, which made it 

usable, but that she urgently needed spare parts for it. A future rendezvous was arranged with 

BREAM for the purpose of delivering the parts. (Editor's note: According to the official investigation 

into Growler's loss, Growler was directed to advise ComSubsSeventhFlt of the desired rendezvous 

position.  This she failed to do.  Strictly speaking, then, the rendezvous was never "arranged.") 

In the early morning hours of 8 November, GROWLER, then in 13° 21'N, 119° 32'E, made SJ 

radar contact on an enemy target group, and reported it to HARDHEAD. Commander Oakley 

directed HARDHEAD to track and attack from the convoy's port bow. (Editor's note: Hardhead's 

patrol report states that she was directed to attack from the starboard bow. However, due to radical 

target maneuvers in the final stages of the approach, she actually fired from the port bow.) Shortly 

thereafter, HARDHEAD made contact with both the target group and GROWLER. After about 

an hour had passed HAKE heard two distant explosions of undetermined character, and 

HARDHEAD heard an explosion, which sounded like a torpedo. At the same time, the targets 

zigged away from GROWLER. Shortly after, HARDHEAD heard three distant depth charges 

explode. (Editor's note: At 1:42 a.m. on November 8, Hardhead made radar contact on three or four 

ships-- one large, the others small-- eight miles to her east, on a northwesterly course.  Minutes later, 

Hardhead and Hake received a contact report on these same ships from Growler.  All three submarines 

changed course to intercept.  A subsequent message from Growler notified her pack mates that she was 

tracking the target group from the port bow.  At 2:32, Growler directed Hardhead to strike from the 

starboard bow.  This was the last communication ever received from Growler.  Twenty minutes later, 

crewmen on Hake heard two distant explosions.  Those aboard Hardhead heard a single explosion, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Wayne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Pacific


possibly a torpedo, followed by three depth charges.  These sounds suggest that Growler had some sort 

of encounter with the convoy at about 3:00.) 

A little over an hour after these explosions, HARDHEAD attacked the target from the port bow, 

obtained three or four hits, and HAKE saw a tanker sink. HARDHEAD was subjected to a severe 

counter attack from which it emerged undamaged, while HAKE was worked over thoroughly later 

in the morning. (Editor's note: According to Hardhead's patrol report and the official investigation, 

Hardhead herself got off relatively easy with eleven depth charges falling astern of her and damage 

limited to broken light bulbs aft.  The remaining charges were "well astern", "far astern", and finally 

"distant" as she cleared to the southwest.) All attempts to contact GROWLER after this attack were 

unsuccessful, and she has never been seen or heard from since. The rendezvous with BREAM for 

the delivery of SJ spare parts was not accomplished. Since GROWLER had tracked targets by 

radar for at least an hour, it appears that her temporary SJ repairs must have been satisfactory. 

Although Japanese records mention no anti-submarine attacks at this time and place, it is evident 

that depth charges were dropped in the vicinity of GROWLER, but in the absence of more 

conclusive evidence the cause of her loss must be described as unknown. The Japanese admit that a 

tanker was sunk that night, which checks with HARDHEAD's sinking. HARDHEAD was heavily 

depth charged following her own attack and later that morning HAKE was expertly worked over 

presumably by the same escorts. (Editor's note: Again, this overstates the case as to Hardhead.  Hake, 

in contrast, was held down for fourteen hours and received 134 depth charges, most of them close.  Her 

crew definitely thought they were up against an experienced group.  Someone in the crew's mess 

cracked, "These guys are graduates of the Tokyo Sound School."  Skipper Hayler agreed that the 

Japanese indeed had their first team on the field.) This leads to the belief that if GROWLER were 

sunk by depth charging it was at hands of a skillful anti-submarine group. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Crew of the USS Growler SS215- All 90 hands lost at Sea around 3:00 AM, November 8, 1944 



 



 


