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Illustration of Prince Eugene of Savoy
1718 painted by Jacob van Schuppen.

Prinz Eugen (Barbara Buchanan collection).

A recognition drawing of an Admiral Hipper class cruiser 1942 (Barbara Buchanan collection).
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Prinz Eugen before Atomic testing at Bikini Atoll
(Barbara Buchanan collection).

T
Part II of Kwajalein Series -

Prinz Eugen

The “Lucky Ship”
still on the Edge
of Glory sunk off
Carlson Island
Text and Photographs by Barbara Buchanan

It was July 4, 2011, as I returned to
Kwajalein Island just in time to celebrate
our

national

Independence

holiday.

Kwajalein in the Marshall Islands has a
lagoon full of WW II wrecks that evoke
the legendary sense of discovery that
tantalizes us as wreck divers. This rich
history drew me back to the island to
relive the experience and forge a stronger
connection to the past to an era long
before my time.
www.WreckDivingMag.com

here have been many wars in the last several centuries
that will never be forgotten. There are stories of loss,
heroism, victory and defeat. Not only did the soldiers
who fought and survived these battles have tales to tell, so
do the warships that survived or met their fate in a watery
grave. To truly know them, we must journey back in time to
learn and understand their places in history.
Lying in the lagoon at Kwajalein is one of these ships of
war, the Prinz Eugen, a German cruiser named after the
liberator of Vienna, Prince Eugene of Savoy. He was no
military innovator but he was a strict disciplinarian who
expected obedience and courage on the battlefield rather
than social position from his men. He was considered to be
one of the seven greatest commanders in modern European
history and, undoubtedly, the greatest Austrian general.
In the center of Vienna is a huge statue commemorating
Eugene’s achievements. This equestrian statue of the Prince,
posed in a cavalry charge, is inscribed on one side, “To the
wise counselor of three Emperors” and, on the other, “To the
glorious conqueror of Austria’s enemies.”
Inspired by respect and admiration for her namesake, the
Prinz Eugen possessed the same strength and ability in the
art of war. Although, during her time, she only participated
in two major battles at sea, one of these was the worldrenowned, vicious Battle of the Denmark Strait. During
her service to the Führer, she suffered repeatedly, enduring
many minor battles with major repairs, but surviving to
the end of the war, hence her nickname, “Lucky Ship.” Her
demise came later, in 1946, after she survived two atomic
bomb tests at Bikini Atoll, only to be towed to Kwajalein
Atoll for repairs where she capsized.
Prinz Eugen was an enlarged, Admiral Hipper-class, heavy
cruiser. She was ordered by the Kriegsmarine and built by
the Germaniawerft shipyard. Her keel was laid on April 23,
1936, and was launched on August 22, 1938. However, she
wasn’t commissioned into the German fleet until August
1, 1940. The ship’s overall length was 681 feet with a top
speed of 32 knots powered by three sets of geared steam
turbines. Her armament consisted of eight 8-inch-barrel
guns mounted in four twin-gun turrets, two placed forward
and two aft for super-firing pairs. The anti-aircraft battery
consisted of twelve 4.1-inch guns, twelve 1.5-inch guns and
eight .79-inch guns. She was also equipped with six 21inch torpedo tubes and three Arado Ar 196 reconnaissance
seaplanes and one catapult.
In July, 1940, before she was commissioned into the
German fleet, the Prinz Eugen had already suffered a bomb
attack from the RAF, causing minor damage. The following
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month she was put into service where she would spend the
next several months through early 1941 in the Baltic Sea
performing what navy personnel refer to as a “shakedown
cruise” or sea trial. The sea trial is a testing phase for
measuring the vessel’s speed, maneuverability, equipment
and safety performance, and general seaworthiness. During
this time, the ship’s artillery crew would also conduct
gunnery training. After the testing phase, she returned
to dry dock for a short period for final modifications and
improvements before deployment.
Early in the war, Germany recognized that Britain relied
solely upon large supplies from Allied merchant ships to
bring food, fuel and essential raw materials. If Germany
could break into the Atlantic and attack Allied shipping,
they would interrupt and ultimately nullify the passage of
Britain’s supply line. “Operation Berlin” did just this when
the two battleships, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, disrupted
the movement of convoys into Britain.
Hitler’s Commander-in-Chief was Grand Admiral Erich
Raeder. His next plan was to have these two battleships
join the newly-commissioned, heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen
and battleship Bismarck for “Operation Rheinubung” with
orders similar to the Berlin mission.
Unfortunately, the Scharnhorst had severe engine problems
and needed a boiler overhaul, delaying her to meet the sortie.
The Gneisenau was torpedoed in Brest and damaged further
from RAF bombs while in dry dock that took months to
repair.
To complicate things even more, on April 23, 1941, the
Prinz Eugen detonated a magnetic mine dropped by British
aircraft in the Fehmarn Belt, a strait separating the German
island of Fehmarn from the Danish island, Lolland. The mine
caused serious damage to her propeller shaft couplings, fire
control equipment and ruptured the fuel tank. Making the
repairs would delay the Prinz Eugen and Bismarck sortie for
the Atlantic raid against the enemy.
By May, 1941, the Prinz Eugen was ready to journey to
Gotenhafen under the command of Captain Helmuth
Brinkmann. The Scharnhorst would not be completed
until July and Gneisenau would take much longer.
Admiral Günther Lütjens, the lead officer of “Operation
Rheinubung,” wanted to delay the mission until at least
when the Scharnhorst was repaired or the new Tirpitz was
completed. To Raeder, it was imperative to resume surface
attacks in the Atlantic as soon as possible. However, this
would mean that the Prinz Eugen and Bismarck would sortie
alone to raid Atlantic commerce.
Grand Admiral Erich Raeder’s orders to Admiral Günther
Lütjens were that… “the objective of the Bismarck is not
to defeat enemies of equal strength, but to tie them down in
a delaying action, while preserving her combat capacity as
much as possible, so as to allow Prinz Eugen to get at the
merchant ships in the convoy” and “the primary target in this
operation is the enemy’s merchant shipping; enemy warships
will be engaged only when that objective makes it necessary
and it can be done without excessive risk.”
The two German ships were escorted by three destroyers
during their voyage towards the Great Belt, a strait that
connects the Kattegat to the Baltic Sea. Entering Kattegat
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on 20 May, the German flotilla was shadowed by the HMS
Gotland, a Swedish cruiser, which later transmitted the
flotilla’s presence to headquarters. The following day, a
Swedish government source alerted the Admiralty about
the German warships and escorts in Kattegat proceeding on
a northerly course.
With 11 convoys, including a troop convoy preparing to
set sail, the Royal Navy was determined to penetrate the
German theaters of war and hunt the German surface fleet.
The British would deploy the largest naval force assigned
to a single operation. To meet the threat, the Royal Navy
strategically moved six battleships, three battle cruisers,
two aircraft carriers, 16 cruisers, 33 destroyers, and eight
submarines into action.
The Germans were unaware that the Royal Navy was
lurking with a vengeance. The tables would turn from the
Germans being the bounty hunters against Allied shipping to
the Germans being on a suicide mission. Raeder’s directive,
“enemy warships will be engaged only when that objective
makes it necessary and it can be done without excessive risk”
would become an impossibility because the Royal Navy’s
superior force’s objective of sinking the Bismarck would
incur a deadly loss.
The Battle of the Denmark Strait was a world tragedy for
both the Germans and the Royal Navy. The War Diary of
Prinz Eugen described the daily events leading up to the
battle and the aftermath, a minute by minute, hour by hour,
and day by day record of events that unfolded as follows.
Bismarck and the destroyers continued north towards the
Norwegian coast, arriving at Kalvanes Bay for refueling.
All ships departed later that evening under the cloak of
darkness, escorted by the destroyers, sailing through the
Norwegian fjord to open sea where the two ships would
then sortie alone to the Arctic Ocean. The Bismarck was in
the lead position but, because of poor visibility and a cold,
misty rain, the Prinz Eugen could only follow in her wake.
As they approached the northern tip of Iceland on 23 May,
they made a dash to the Denmark Straits, but they were
forced to reduce speed and run sharp, zigzag patterns to
avoid ice floes.
A radio signal sent by the British HMS Suffolk was
intercepted by the Prinz Eugen radar team and confirmed
that their presence was discovered. The Suffolk maintained
a safe distance off the portside stern. Soon after the HMS
Norfolk joined the Suffolk, the Norfolk approached too
closely, causing an alarm to be sent from Bismarck to Prinz
Eugen…“azimuth in the direction of 340° is a shadow,
distance 13,000 meters. It is apparently an auxiliary cruiser
which disappears immediately into the mist again.”
The Bismarck opened fire with five volleys, then signaled
to the Prinz Eugen and gave permission to fire, but there
was no target due to the low visibility. The Norfolk retreated
and maintained surveillance off the portside stern with the
Suffolk.
Around midnight with overcast skies, fog, and blowing
snow, the Prinz Eugen took the lead position because the
Bismarck’s radar instruments were damaged during the brief
engagement. The two British ships changed their position
from portside astern to starboard stern. Around the same
www.WreckDivingMag.com

Left, Top to Bottom: Dan Farnham observing the aft twin
eight-inch gun barrels lying on the sandy bottom.
Dan Farnham observing the aft twin eight-inch gun turret
lying upside down exposed from the foundation.
A room with a bed frame hanging upside down and other
debris tossed around from when she capsized.
Above: A large room with a chair standing on the ceiling
next to a round metal light fixture.
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Looking down is part of the upper deck floor just
before the twisted mangled superstructure.

Charles George exploring one of the forward twin eight-inch guns and turret.

time aboard the Prinz Eugen, the hydrophone operators
reported noises from other positions, but, with darkness and
poor visibility, nothing could be seen on the horizon. The
Germans continued to change course and speed multiple
times during the night and kept watch on the two British
ships tailing them. Sounds were still reported from the port
side, so the Prinz Eugen took evasive action and turned hard
to port 170° and then back to 220°, confirming reports of
a unit to the port side. Clearly, the shadows of darkness
recognized their course changes and speed changes, making
their presence known.
By early morning on 24 May, the weather had cleared and
two ships exhaling smoke trails were rapidly increasing
in size on the horizon portside. The nighttime ghosts that
haunted them suddenly appeared. The HMS Hood and
HMS Prince of Wales, under the command of Admiral
Lancelot Holland, proceeded at flank speed on an intense
angle, approaching a head-on course towards the German
unit at a distance of roughly 16.2 NM. Seriously demanding
attention, hellish alarms blared as Lütjens ordered his two
ships to battle stations. The Suffolk and the Norfolk did not
engage the Germans and observed at a safe distance from
the formation.
Within minutes the Hood and the Prince of Wales narrowed
the field and opened fire. The Prinz Eugen was still in the
lead position and was engaged first by the Hood mistaking
her for the Bismarck, while the Bismarck was fired upon by

Left to Right: An encrusted glass bottle
lying on the sandy floor.
Two buckets stacked together filled with
muck and a single blue rubber glove.
The main superstructure that crumbed to
the sea floor when she capsized.
A small room with debris of pots, table and
drawers.
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the Prince of Wales. Loud, hollow sounds echoed on the
formation while both German ships returned fire, initially,
at the Hood. After the second salvo, there was a score from
the Prinz Eugen on the Hood. A horrific explosion near
the aft mast was observed causing fire to spread. By then,
multiple salvos had been exchanged, and both German ships
were on a parallel course with Hood and Prince of Wales. The
Bismarck found a target on the Hood and Lutjens ordered
the Prinz Eugen to shift its target to Prince of Wales to keep
both opponents engaged.
The Bismarck took aim and fired armor-piercing shells.
Some fell short but at least one hit the Hood. With an
extraordinarily violent explosion, a heavy projectile of metal
debris showered the Hood and surrounding area, breaking
her back. Engulfed by a thick, black cloud of smoke, the
Hood heaved and buckled, then sank rapidly by the stern
first, twisting open her compartments, and forcing the bow
up in the air. The battle only took eight minutes, killing all
but three of the crew of 1,419, and taking their lost souls to
a cold, watery grave.
The Prince of Wales was severely damaged but fought a few
more minutes, scoring three hits on the Bismarck. She then
dragged herself between the Germans and the sinking Hood,
escaping through the darkness and smoke and disengaging
from the battle. With the Germans out of range, they ceased
fire and withdrew, ending the chase for the Prince of Wales.
The battered and bruised German ships turned south to

the safer waters of the north Atlantic, and then transmitted
their battle and damage reports to headquarters after the
engagement. The Bismarck needed serious repairs and was
leaking oil. She was ordered to make way to St. Nazaire,
France, for repairs while the Prinz Eugen was to detach and
continue raiding. Splitting the task force diverted the British
attention to Bismarck and allowed the Prinz Eugen to escape
and rendezvous with the supply ship Spichern to refuel.
Desperately needing repairs to her propulsion system, she
made her way to Brest, France, for repairs. At dry dock
under continuous attacks by RAF bombs, it took over eight
months for repairs during which she was struck by bombs
which killed or injured over 100 men. The Bismarck was not
so lucky. Firing every shell to the end, she met her fate in a
watery grave.
The RAF continued to threaten Germany’s fleet with aerial
attacks on Brest harbor, inflicting severe damage and causing
many casualties. Hitler feared the loss of more warships so
he ordered his ships to return to Germany under the code
name, “Operation Cerberus,” commanded by Admiral Otto
Ciliax. The Prinz Eugen and battleships Scharnhorst and
Gneisenau were ordered to depart Brest 11 February 1942
and journey through the English Channel. Their voyage
was no safe haven as they encountered several attacks from
British forces. As they cleared the Straits of Dover, a flight
of six Swordfish torpedo bombers with Spitfire fighters
attacked but was ineffective against the Luftwaffe fighters.
All six Swordfish torpedo bombers were shot
down.
Off Dover, the German fleet was aggressively
fired upon by British coastal artillery
batteries firing all the ordnance they had, but
they were unsuccessful in scoring any hits.
Shortly thereafter, the Prinz Eugen, protected
by her destroyer escorts, escaped an attack by
fast torpedo boats. The Prinz Eugen was not
out of harm’s way yet. She encountered five
British destroyers, enduring wave after wave

of fire, and was forced to maneuver erratically to avoid their
torpedoes. During the attack Prinz Eugen fired her main
battery, scoring several hits. After this harrowing passage,
she miraculously arrived in Brunsbuttel the morning of 13
February 1942, completely intact and unscathed from the
continuous bombardment. The Scharnhorst and Gneisenau
were not so lucky and required major repairs.
Not that the Prinz Eugen hadn’t suffered enough, but in
late February, 1942, while steaming off the Trondheim
fjord, an inlet of the Norwegian Sea, the Prinz Eugen was
hit by a torpedo from the British submarine, Trident. This
caused extensive damage to the stern and affected her
maneuverability so she was towed to Lofjord. The repairs
took a few months since her stern was removed and
completely replaced, along with two jury-rigged rudders
operated by manual capstans. Then, under her own power,
she was to return to Kiel to finish repairs until October.
In early January, 1943, after two failed attempts to return
to Norway due to pressure from British forces, she was
assigned to the Fleet Training Squadron in the Baltic Sea for
nine months.
In October, 1943, she was reactivated and assigned to
gunnery support against the Soviet forces. Through April,
1945, in spite of deteriorating gun barrels, the Prinz Eugen
played a significant role repulsing Soviet attacks. After the
war, she was decommissioned on 7 May and handed over to
the Royal Navy which, in turn, awarded her as a war prize to
the United States Navy and she was renamed the USS Prinz
Eugen.
The Prinz Eugen then became an unclassified, experimental
vessel for nuclear weapons testing in mid-1946. She was
assigned to the fleet of target ships codenamed “Operation
Crossroads” in Bikini Atoll. The nuclear tests were
conducted by the United States and consisted of two nuclear
detonations. The first series was named Able and the second,
Baker. The Prinz Eugen would face her biggest battle yet, as
both detonations would yield 23 kilotons each. The first,
on July 1, 1946, was Able, an air-deployed detonation at an
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altitude of 520 feet, which sank five ships. The second test,
Baker, on 25 July, was an underwater detonation at 90 feet,
which would sink nine ships.
The “Lucky Ship,” Prinz Eugen, once again survived the
odds as she was still afloat with only a minor leak and was
towed to Kwajalein Atoll for repairs in September, 1946.
Because she was too radioactive to repair, the small leak
eventually caused major flooding below decks. To keep her
from sinking and blocking the shipping lanes, tug boats tried
to beach her against Enubuj Island, also known as Carlson
Island to the locals. After taking on too much water, she
met her fate and capsized on December 22, 1946. Resting
in shallow waters by the evils of war, her holiness went from
survival to death - a passage of life.
It was a beautiful morning with partly cloudy, blue skies
and light winds. On the horizon was a bright rainbow
shining down upon us as we left the small boat marina.
It was a memorable moment as if the “Lucky Ship” were
sending a sign. They say there is a pot of gold at the end of
the rainbow; my pot of gold is the Prinz Eugen, a pinnacle
dive. I would dive her again and again for she is a large ship
and it would take many dives to know her.
The lagoon was flat calm, with barely a ripple, as we
cruised out to the Prinz Eugen. Usually a short, 15-minute,
boat ride, that day we made it in record time. She rests off
Carlson Island as a monument, protruding from the lagoon
with her stern end exposed, still refusing to give in to her
watery grave. Seeing her propellers and rudder that once
steered her with courage through cold, dangerous waters, I
couldn’t wait to dive her.
We anchored in 30 feet on a small coral head on the leeward
side of her. The water was crystal-clear, turquoise blue.
Looking over the side, you could see the patchy, reef bottom
and passing marine life. The massive hull’s grey silhouette
was visible in the shallow depths, resting on her starboard
side, but mostly upside down. The stern is exposed above
the surface to a depth of 30 feet. Swimming nearly 700 feet
along her hull, a diver could reach the bow at a depth of 110
feet.
Because of the shallow depths, my first dive plan was to
swim completely around, orienting myself to the lay of
the land, so to speak. I followed the hull towards the bow,
looking for battle scars she may have endured, but they
were covered by coral heads and marine life. I gradually
descended, reaching the bow’s bulbous tip at 60 feet and
got to a maximum depth of 110 feet. Realizing her massive
size, I thought I’d never get to the end. Being in the presence
of the “Lucky Ship” and to touch the bow that plowed the
Baltic Sea and survived the Battle of the Denmark Strait was
my pot of gold. Lying before me, resting on the lagoon floor,
was a legendary warship that had taken on new life from the
sea in her final glory days.
Turning the curve off the bow from starboard to portside
and pausing briefly, I almost forgot to breathe with the
anticipation of seeing her mighty guns. She lies upside
down with a list of about 35°, barely exposing her deck
and armament portside; starboard is buried in the seabed,
crumpled and never to be seen again. The large anchor chain
hangs like a valance, loosely draped from the windlass to the
88
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bow deck and down to the ocean floor. Overhead are two
huge, forward turrets, hanging like chandeliers from the bow
deck. The first turret is missing her twin, eight-inch barrels
for they were removed prior to “Operation Crossroads.” The
second turret is resting on the sea bed upside down with the
gun barrels that once swiveled and blasted shells buried in
the sand. Her portside, five-inch guns are intact and aimed
as if they were loaded and ready to fire. The dual antiaircraft
guns lie near the bottom facing up as if protecting her from
the enemy above.
When she capsized and sank, the bridge and
superstructure buckled when they hit the lagoon floor,
crumbling and breaking into pieces of twisted rubble,
exposing her inner gut like a plate of spaghetti with large,
mangled, metal plates hanging from above. The twin, aft,
eight-inch-barrel guns are lying on the bottom upside
down and the turret is exposed from the foundation with
barrels in full view, stretched across the sandy bottom.
Her appearance was dangerous, dark and shadowed by
her own grayness hovering overhead for the sunlight
does not shine underneath her.
The Prinz Eugen is a large ship; it took several dives to
peek in every crevice to allow me to look into a secret
window of history. In a doorway just forward of the main
superstructure was a room with a bunk hanging upside
down attached to the floor, now the ceiling. The mattress
springs that once cradled the sailors at sea have fallen to
the ceiling, now the floor. Peering in every hatch, door or
opening, I saw rooms full of debris: chairs standing next to
ceiling light fixtures, tables, pots and other debris piled up
haphazardly after being tossed around when she capsized.
Some walls were covered in rusty, white, foamy-looking
lava oozing down or they have collapsed, leaving the brittle
metal frame exposed. Near the main superstructure was a
pile of twisted debris in open view, lying on the sandy floor:
several boots, a metal bucket with blue rubber gloves, fire
hoses, an encrusted, clear glass bottle, cylinders, and a sink
from the latrine area where the sailors washed their hands
and shaved. The most remarkable area was the storage room
with torpedoes still suspended in their racks. They looked
fragile, hanging from threads of rusting metal and chains.
The torpedo heads were visible through a small hatch just
forward of the storage room door. I was able to squeeze my
camera through the hatch to take some photos; I snapped a
few and hoped for the best.
It took 13 dives over the span of several weeks to really
know her. The weather played a big role and dictated when
we could dive in that area of the lagoon. There were many
days when big, black clouds and pouring rain caused
Kwajalein Island to disappear completely from view. The
only good thing was if it were our last dive and we were
heading back to the marina, we got a fresh water rinse for
there was no place to hide. Arriving back at the dock, we
were escorted by schools of nurse sharks where they waited
for the fishing boat scraps.
The Prinz Eugen is lucky indeed to have not been erased
from existence as so many of her fellow ships that were
desecrated and scuttled in the deep ocean never to be seen
again. Having dived this wreck, and knowing the battles she
www.WreckDivingMag.com

endured, I not only wanted to be a part of the story, but I
wanted it to be a part of me. Thanks to my dive companions,
Dan Farnham, Bob Greene, Hal Parker, Bill Remick and
Betina Dodd, I was able to do just that.
Exploring the wrecks of Kwajalein Atoll was a rare
opportunity, a poignant highlight to my dive career. My
next adventure will be Roi Island in the Kwajalein lagoon,
an aviation graveyard of war planes that once fought their
own battles.
About the Author: Barbara Buchanan is a photographer and videographer
who travels the globe. She has worked on expeditions and archeologists on
Blackbeard’s shipwreck Queen Anne’s Revenge documenting the excavation
for the Dive Down Project. Her most recent project is filming the wrecks of
Kwafalein in the Marshall Islands. She is owner of Scuba Planners Dive Travel
and has arranged many expeditions including the Japan trip with Wreck Diving
Magazine where she filmed the expedition. You can view her photos and video
work at www.fishtalesproductions.com

“

When she capsized and sank, the
bridge and superstructure buckled
when they hit the lagoon floor,
crumbling and breaking into pieces
of twisted rubble, exposing her inner
gut like a plate of spaghetti with
large, mangled, metal plates hanging
from above.

Opposite Page, Top to Bottom: The rudder and one of the propeller’s exposed looking out
over the lagoon.
Aerial photo of Kwajalein Island was taken from my flight to Roi Island. The “metro” flight
as the locals call it, takes army personnel and workers between Kwajalein and Roi Island.
Kwajalein headquarters sign outside the security check point at the airport.
Below: SBM (Small Boat Marina) where we parked our bikes for diving, and different
types of wagons used to haul our gear.
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