
ACTIVITY: World War II 
CASE: GSAF 1943.11.11 
DATE: Thursday November 11, 1943  
LOCATION: The incident took place 
in the Pacific Ocean approximately 
300 miles southeast of Fiji  
22º08'S, 178º06'W 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The weather was clear. 
The sun had not quite risen, but it 
was described as light out.  
SEA CONDITIONS: The seas were 
slightly choppy with a few whitecaps. 
TIME: 05h30 
 
NARRATIVE: The 6711-ton Cape San Juan was originally a C1-B cargo freighter but 
modified for use as a troop transport. She was on a westerly course (270°), traveling at 14.7 
knots, blacked out and executing a turn to starboard in accordance with her zig-zag plan. 
Although she was traveling alone from San Francisco, California to Townsville, Australia, 
lookouts were posted.  
 
On board were 57 Merchant Crew, 42 Navy Armed Guard, 3 radio operators, and three 
units of the US Army Air Corps: 811 Officers & Enlisted Men of the 855th “All Negro” 
Engineers (Aviation) Battalion; 367 Officers & Enlisted Men of the 1st Fighter Control,  and 
162 Officers & Enlisted Men of the 253rd Ordnance (Aviation) Company. There were also 21 
“permanent” army personnel (3 officers and 18 enlisted men), commanded by Major Robert 
A. Barth, responsible for the troops while being transported, plus 1 civilian, for a total of 
1,464 souls on board. 
 
It was just before dawn when she was torpedoed by the Japanese submarine I-21 
(Commander Hiroshi Inada). The torpedo had struck below where the troops from the 855th 
were berthed. “The ship shook and shuddered and the bow raised slightly, then settled and 
the vessel took on an immediate 10 degree to 15 degree list to starboard, and then settled 
to a 20 degree to 25 degree list within a few minutes,” said a witness. The Navy Armed 
Guard returned fire immediately towards the area the submarine was believed to have fired 
from. An SOS was sent along with the message: “torpedoed, ship sinking fast”. Some of the 
men scrambled into overloaded life boats. Engines were stopped as men were carried by 
wind and waves toward the stern.  
 
The Liberty ship Edwin T. Meredith was the first on the scene, arriving 5.5 hours after the 
torpedoing. After transferring the casualties and excess survivors remaining on board the 
transport, she circled the ship for eight hours and picked up survivors in the water.  Of the 
1,429 people on board, only 448 survived.  Sharks were attacking survivors as they were 
being rescued.  
 
Attempts were made to tow Cape San Juan to port, but she sank on the following day.  
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SPECIES: It is thought the attacks involved oceanic whitetip sharks. 
 
SOURCES: Naval Historical Center; Valley Morning Star, Sunday, May 28, 1944; http://
www.ssarkansan.com/home/american-hawaiian-in-wwii/cape-san-juan#TOC-The-Attack 

 

 

© Global Shark Accident File, 1991. All rights reserved.  This report may not be abridged or 
reproduced in any form without written permission of the Global Shark Accident File 



© Global Shark Accident File, 1991. All rights reserved.  This report may not be abridged or 
reproduced in any form without written permission of the Global Shark Accident File. 



The Abilene Reporter-News (Abilene, TX), June 27, 1949, page 2 
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