
ACTIVITY: World War II 
CASE: GSAF 1943.05.14 
DATE: Friday May 14, 1943 
LOCATION: Approximately 50 miles east-
northeast of Brisbane, Queensland, Australia.  
27°16.98'S, 153°59.22'E  
 
NAME: Unknown 
 
BACKGROUND 
The A.H.S. Centaur was a motor passenger 
ship that had been converted in early 1943 for 
use as a hospital ship. In November 1941, she 
rescued survivors of the German auxiliary 
cruiser Kormoran after it was sunk by HMAS 
Sydney.  
 
On May 12, 1943, the Centaur sailed unescorted from Sydney carrying her crew and normal 
staff, as well as stores and equipment of the 2/12th Field Ambulance but no patients. Two 

© Global Shark Accident File, 2003. All rights reserved This report may not be abridged or 
reproduced in any form without written permission of the Global Shark Accident File. 

Australian Hospital Ship Centaur 



days later, at approximately 04h00, her lights were ablaze when she torpedoed and sunk by 
the Japanese submarine 1-177. 
 
Of the 332 persons on board, only 64 survived. The survivors 
spent 35 hours on rafts before being rescued. Sister Ellen Savage, 
the only one of 12 nursing sisters on board to survive, though 
injured herself, gave great help to the other survivors and was 
awarded the George Medal for this work.  
 
The hospital ship had been appropriately lit and marked to indicate 
that it was a hospital ship and its sinking was regarded as an 
atrocity. The Australian Government delivered an official protest to 
Japan over the incident. Japan did not acknowledge responsibility 
for the sinking for many years and the War Crimes Tribunal could 
not confirm the identify the submarine. It was eventually 
determined that it was Lt Commander Nakagawa of the Japanese 
submarine 1-177 who sank the Centaur. Lt Commander 
Nakagawa was convicted as a war criminal for firing on survivors 
of the British Chivalry which his ship had sunk in the Indian Ocean.  
 
NARRATIVE: Many sharks were cruising amid the rafts and wreckage on which survivors 
were hanging. At least one man was believed to have been taken by a shark, because he 
screamed and disappeared from the timber to which he had been clinging. 
 
INJURY: Fatal 
 
SPECIES: Not identified 
 
SOURCES: The Age, Wednesday May 19, 1943, page 1  
https://www.awm.gov.au/encyclopedia/centaur/ 
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Ellen Savage, the only 
woman to survive the 

sinking of the Centaur, 
some months after the 

incident.  
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