
Remembering USS SCORPION (SSN 589) – Lost, May 1968 

USS SCORPION (SSN 589), a 3500-ton Skipjack class nuclear-powered attack 

submarine built at Groton, Connecticut, was commissioned in July 1960. Assigned to 

the Atlantic Fleet, she took part in the development of contemporary submarine 
warfare tactics and made periodic deployments to the Mediterranean Sea and other 
areas where the presence of a fast and stealthy submarine would be beneficial. 

SCORPION began another Mediterranean cruise in February 1968. She operated with 

the 6th Fleet into May, and then headed west for home.  On May 21, SCORPION’s crew 
indicated their position to be about 50 miles south of the Azores.  Six days later she 

was reported overdue at Norfolk.  A search was initiated, but on June 5, SCORPION and 
all hands were declared “presumed lost.”  Her name was struck from the Naval Register 
on June 30, 1968. In late October 1968, her remains were found on the sea floor over 

10,000 feet below the surface by a towed deep-submergence vehicle deployed from 
USNS MIZAR (T-AGOR-11). Photographs, taken then and later, showed that her hull 

had suffered fatal damage while she was running submerged, and that even more 
severe damage occurred as she sank. The cause of the initial damage continues to 
generate controversy decades later. 
 

 
One of the first photographs of SCORPION (SSN 589), taken on 27 June 1960, off New London, Connecticut, 

during builder's trials. The trials were under the direction of VADM Hyman G. Rickover, shown on sailplanes 

with CDR James F. Calvert, former skipper of USS SKATE (SSN 578), who described the performance of the ship 

and crew as “outstanding.”   SCORPION’s commanding officer, CDR Norman B. Bessac, of Vallejo, California, is 

on the bridge.  



 
One of the last known photographs of SCORPION and her crew, taken outside Claywall Harbor, Naples, Italy, 

April 1968, alongside USS TALLAHATCHIE COUNTY (AVB-2), shortly before departing on her last voyage.   

SCORPION was lost with all hands in May 1968, while returning to the U.S. from this Mediterranean 

deployment.   BELOW: Letter from SCORPION’s commanding officer to the commanding officer of 

TALLAHATCHIE COUNTY. 

 



 
 

 

  



 
ABOVE: Initial news coverage following the declaration of USS SCORPION overdue, 27 May 1968. 

BELOW: Official declaration of USS SCORPION (SSN 589) presumed lost, issued by the Chief of Naval  

Operations, 6 June 1968. 

 



 

 



 
 

In a time of national sorrow over the assassination of Senator Robert F. Kennedy (June 5, 1968), Americans 

took time to grieve, too, for the men of the SCORPION who laid down their lives for the nation.  

 

On the morning of 7 June, following the Memorial Service held on the Naval Station, Norfolk, Captain J.C. 

Bellah, commanding officer of submarine tender USS ORION (AS 18), spoke to his officers and men via the 

ship’s 1MC. He acknowledged the despair that gripped the country in the wake of the assassinations of Martin 

Luther King, Jr. (April 4, 1968) and Robert Kennedy just two days earlier, and the discouragement many felt 

about America’s future. His comments, in part, were as follows: 
 

“I have seen something these last few days that tells me there is great reason to have hope for our country, and 

pride in her people.  I have seen the families, the wives and parents, of the men on SCORPION facing the most 

demanding and disheartening situation imaginable.  And I have seen them face it with a courage and bravery 

which words cannot describe.  Their bravery has made me proud to be an American.  I have seen the men of 

ORION and of SUBRON SIX responding to this emergency by giving every type of assistance in their power.  

What I have seen these last few days causes me to be hopeful for the future of America, and proud to be an 

American, because I have seen the caliber of her citizens.” 

 

 

 



 
Cachet issued during the search for SCORPION (SSN 589).  Assigned to support and rescue duty with 

Submarine Squadron 6, the submarine rescue ship KITTIWAKE (ASR 13) was in Rota, Spain, on her Eastern 

Atlantic deployment in June 1968. While in Rota, KITTIWAKE was called upon to rush to a point 360 miles 

southwest of the Azores to search for the missing submarine SCORPION.  KITTIWAKE conducted a very 

intensive search for one month and analyzed all debris, however, not a trace of the SCORPION was found. The 

search continued however, and, at the end of October, the navy’s oceanographic research ship, MIZAR, 

located sections of SCORPION’s hull in more than 10,000 feet of water about 400 miles southwest of the 

Azores. 

 

 
 

Clipping from USS ORION (AS 18) ship’s newsletter announcing the discovery of SCORPION’s wreckage. 

 



 

 

 
ABOVE: Official US Navy index photo showing the sail of the sunken ship – with masts visible extending from 

the top of the sail.  

 

SCORPION rests at the bottom of the Atlantic in two major sections. The forward hull section including the 

torpedo room and most of the operations compartment is located in a trench that was formed by the impact 

of the hull section with the bottom.  The sail is detached.  The aft hull section including the reactor 

compartment and engine room is located in a separate trench that was formed by the impact of the hull with 

the bottom.  The aft section of the engine room is inserted forward into a larger diameter hull section in a 

manner similar to a telescope. 

 

BELOW: Newspaper clippings of released Navy photographs of SCORPION’s wreckage.   Subsequent to finding 

the wreckage, the Court of Inquiry was reconvened and other vessels, including the submersible, TRIESTE, 

were dispatched to the scene, but, despite the myriad of data and pictures collected and studied, the cause of 

the loss remained a mystery.  The headlines accompanying the images below read, “Scorpion Loss Still 

Unexplained.” 



 



 
In the years since the loss of SCORPION (SSN 589), Submarine Base New London has honored the memory of 

her crew by renaming its enlisted dining facility (in 1978) after SCORPION’s steward, Petty Officer 1
st

 Class 

Joseph Cross, and by naming one of its barracks (in 1999) after Chief of the Boat, TMC (SS) Walter Bishop. 

 



 

 
 

Photos and biographies from the memorial book “United States Ship Scorpion (SSN -589) In Memoriam,” U.S. 

Government Printing Office, 1969. 



 
List of crew members lost aboard SCOPRION (SSN 589), published in USS ORION (AS 18) ship’s newsletter. 

 



 
LT John Patrick Burke reported to SCORPION in September 1966, and served as weapons officer and duty 

officer.   This poem, written by his sister, was published in the commemorative book, “United States Ship 

Scorpion (SSN -589) In Memoriam.”  BELOW: Post card depicting SCORPION (SSN 589) on deployment. 

 


