
ACTIVITY: Diving 
CASE: GSAF 1943.09.23 
DATE: Thursday September 23, 1943 
LOCATION: The attack took place in a shallow cove off the north shore of Isla del Rey 
Island, Las Perlas Islands, Gulf of Panama, Pacific Ocean. 
 
NAME: Unidentified 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 20-year-old U.S. sailor clad in black swimming trunks. He was a 
radio man on a Naval Motor Torpedo Boat. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The air temperature was 85º to 90ºF. 
MOON PHASE: Third Quarter, September 21, 1943 
SEA CONDITIONS: The water was clear. 
ENVIRONMENT: Isla del Rey is the largest island of the Las Perlas Archipelago. The sailor 
was diving alongside a U.S. Naval vessel that was anchored over a sandy bottom. No refuse 
had been dumped into the cove and no sharks were seen prior to the incident.  
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 75 feet 
DEPTH OF WATER AT INCIDENT SITE: Nine feet 
TIME: 14h35 
 
NARRATIVE: The sailor dived into the water to determine if the ship’s propeller had been 
fouled or damaged. As he came to the surface, he was attacked by a shark which was seen 
at close range by the captain and several members of the crew. It was impossible to shoot 
the shark without possibly hitting the man; both were thrashing about, the shark making 
repeated attacks.  
 
INJURY: Fatal. A half dozen series or sets of lacerations, arranged in arches, were present 
on the lower third of the left thigh, the left leg and the left foot. A set of lacerations involved 
the anteromedial aspect of the middle of the right leg, and there were irregular lacerations of 
the left hand and right great toe. A tooth pattern suggestive of two, three and four rows of 
teeth could be recognized in several of the series or sets of lacerations: 
  Set A consisted of 12 individual lacerations averaging 1.5 cm in length, arranged in two 
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rows, extended deeply into the 
left knee joint. The medial 
condyle of the femur, especially 
the cartilaginous surface, was 
crushed. Wedged into niches in 
the condyle were fragments of 
teeth, the largest measuring 1 
cm in its greatest dimension. 
  Set B involved the posterior 
and lateral aspects of the lower 
third of the left thigh. When the 
sutures were removed, the 
lacerated skin, subcutaneous 
tissue and biceps femoris, 
s e m i m e m b r a n o u s  a n d 
semitendinosus muscles fell 
away, exposing the popliteal 
fossa. The torn popliteal artery 
was repaired in surgery, and 
both ends of the severed vein 
were ligated in surgery. The 
tibial nerve just distal to its 
origin from the sciatic nerve 
was irregularly torn but not 
completely severed. On the 
popliteal surface of the femur 
were several grooves and 
gashes apparently caused by the shark’s teeth. 
  Sets C & D extended through the soft parts to each tibia which was nicked and grooved; 
several tiny irregular fragments of teeth were found in the periosteal tissue. 
 
FIRST AID: The injured man was lifted on deck within a minute of the initial attack. He was 
bleeding profusely from wounds of the left leg. A tourniquet was applied to the left thigh, 
emergency dressing were placed and he was rushed to the local Navy hospital, arriving 
there three hours lager, exsanguinated and in shock. 
 
TREATMENT: Following administration of anti-shock measures, he was taken to the 
operating room where the left popliteal artery was repaired, the popliteal vein was ligated 
and muscle groups were rapidly approximated. The patient died in shock four hours after 
admission and seven hours after he was injured. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: The shark was estimated to be about seven feet in length. On 
October 12, 1943, the tips of two serrated teeth, one removed from the popliteal fossa and 
one from the medial condyle of the left femur, were shown to Mr. John T. Nichols, curator of 
recent fishes of the American Museum of Natural History, New York. Nicholls identified 
them as those from a white shark, Carcharodon carcharias, probably no more than seven 
feet in length. Dr. C.M. Breder, Jr., curator of the New York Aquarium, concurred in the 
identification. 
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However, Dr. John McCosker and Robert Lea disagreed. They stated, “We seriously doubt 
that Carcharodon was involved for several reasons:  
1) The Gulf of Panama is an unlikely locality for Carcharodon and, despite Meek and 

Hildebrand’s (1923) inclusion in their Marine Fishes of Panama volume, they admit 
that it “is not recorded from either coast of Panama”;  

2) We are unaware of extant specimens or valid records of Carcharodon from Pacific 
Panama; and  

3) The length of the attacker is much too short for a Carcharodon involved in attacks 
upon humans or similar mammalian prey (Tricas and McCosker 1984; McCosker 
1985). We find it more likely that the attacker was a species of Carcharhinus. During 
August and September, 1993, newspapers reported attacks by great white sharks 
upon oyster divers and surfers in the vicinity of the Bay of Fonseca, El Salvador. 
Extensive conversations by the senior author with Jaime Ruiz of San Salvador, the 
manager of the fishing cooperative, disclosed that the attacks occurred in estuaries 
and at river mouths, a habitat more typical of bull sharks, Carcharhinus leucas than 
that of Carcharodon. Lacking adequate evidence, we seriously doubt the involvement 
of Carcharodon as reported in the El Salvador attacks.” 

 
SOURCES: B.H. Kean, Journal of the American Medical Society, July 22; Captain B.H. 
Kean, Medical Corps, Army of the United States, Gorgas Laboratory Autopsy #14304; 
Coppleson Archives: 1223/12, Item 2 Shark Attacks United States of America — [Ref notes 
p3];  White Shark Attacks in the Northeastern Pacific, an Update and Analysis, by John E. 
McCosker and Robert N. Lea. 
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