
ACTIVITY: Swimming 
CASE: GSAF 1939.05.03 
DATE: Wednesday May 3, 1939 
LOCATION: The incident occurred in the Gulf 
Stream off Cape Henry, Virginia, USA.  
70ºN, 79ºW (approximate location). 
 
NAME: John Heagan 
DESCRIPTION: He was a crew member, a 
storekeeper, on the British freighter Huncliffe, 
and a powerful swimmer. 
 
BACKGROUND 
SEA CONDITIONS: The seas were moderate to 
rough prior to the ship being struck by the freak 
wave. 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, May 3, 1939 
ENVIRONMENT: The Gulf Stream is a warm 
ocean current that runs from the tip of Florida 
(where it is called the Florida Current), along the coast of the United States. Off North 
America, the Gulf Stream passes closest to shore off North Carolina’s Outer Banks. At the 
northern edge of the Outer Bank's, the Gulf Stream collides with the colder Labrador 
Current resulting in an up-welling of nutrient rich water. The interplay between these two 
currents determines the exact position of the boundary and this may vary from year to year. 
The Gulf Stream is then deflected out into the Atlantic Ocean basin and meanders across 
the Atlantic towards Ireland.  
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: “Several hundred miles” 
 
NARRATIVE: The British freighter Huncliffe, bound from Galveston, Texas, to Newport 
News, Virginia, was several hundred miles southeast of Cape Henry when a freak wave 
crashed over the bow and swept John Heagan overboard.  
 
He was making good progress toward the ship toward the ship as she hove to, according to 
his mates. A few minutes later he was almost within range of his rescuers, when suddenly 
cried out, threw up his hands, and was jerked beneath the surface. 
 
INJURY: Fatal. His body was not recovered. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Not identified 
 
SOURCE: Los Angeles Times, May 7, 1939; New York Times, May 8, 1939, page 18, col.1 
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