
ACTIVITY: Swimming 
CASE: GSAF 1930.01.16 / SA-052  
DATE: Thursday January 16, 1930 
LOCATION: The incident took place in the Western 
Cape Province at Melkbaai in False Bay, 139 
kilometres from Table Bay, South Africa.   
34°06,4'S, 18°49'E 
 
NAME: Servy le Roux 
DESCRIPTION: The swimmer was a 23-year-old male 
of “fine physique and a strong swimmer.” 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, January 15, 1930 
SEA CONDITIONS: Unknown, but the beach, 
exposed to the prevailing south-easterly wind, is 
popular with swimmers because waves are generally 
small. 
ENVIRONMENT: Melkbaai, a white sandy sloping 
beach three kilometres in length, is bordered on the 
north by bush-covered dunes. The southern end of the 
beach is separated from Die Port by rocky outcrops 
studded with tidal pools. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 200 metres 
DEPTH: 1,2 metres 
TIME: After 17h30 
 
NARRATIVE: The story is best told by Servy le Roux 
himself; this account was written by him on January  
22, 1930, a week after the incident:  
 

“At 5 o'clock on Thursday...I went to Melkbaai beach for my usual bathe. It was a lovely 
afternoon and the beach was crowded with people. On the beach I met Miss Dodds, 
Miss Valpy and Miss Scheuble. We amused ourselves for a short time doing a few 
exercises, then about 5.20 Miss Dodds, Miss Valpy and myself went into the water. 
 
“As usual, we swam a short distance beyond the breakers. Miss Valpy returned to the 
surf alone. Miss Dodds and I spoke for a little while and then I remarked jokingly that 
treading water made me tired and that I was going for a swim. I should judge that we 
were then 75 yards from the water's edge. Miss Dodds slowly returned to the beach 
and I swam further into the bay. 
 
“As is my habit, I then turned to the right and continued to swim parallel to the beach 
towards the Dynamite Factory, gradually edging towards the shore. I had gone about 
half a mile when I looked back towards the beach where the crowd was, and saw on the 
new beach road a motorbike which I imagined as belonging to a friend of mine and, 
being desirous of seeing him, I thought I would cut my swim short and so turned sharply 
to my right swimming straight for the beach. At the time of looking round I noticed 
nothing near me in the water. 
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“I had swum about three strokes in my new direction when I felt something grip my right 
side below the ribs with terrific force, the speed of the attack lifting me almost out of the 
water. I realised at once that it was a shark. He had evidently followed me, swimming 
on my right a few yards behind me and my turning to the shore gave him the 
opportunity for his attack. 
 
“I began to fight at once, and as he pulled me down I put my right hand into his lower 
jaw the teeth of which were embedded in the small of my back. I gripped his upper jaw 
with my left hand, and exerting all my strength, tried to part his jaws. He relaxed his grip 
sufficiently for me to extricate myself. 
 
“Without hesitation he returned to the attack and gripped my right arm from the fingers 
to just below the elbow. I hit him several blows with my left fist and he released my arm. 
I splashed and kicked with all my might and began to swim. 
 
“In the struggle I had lost my bearings and suddenly found that I was swimming away 
from the shore. I turned immediately in the right direction and swam as hard as I could 
for land. I caught glimpses of the shark and actually kicked him several times.  He was 
apparently awaiting a favourable opportunity to attack me again, but the splashing and 
kicking must have kept him away. I then noticed that he was swimming abreast of me at 
my right side, evidently with the intention of cutting me off from shore. 
 
“On nearing the shore I saw no more of him. He had evidently given up the chase on 
account of my getting into the breakers and nearing shallow water. I continued to swim 
strongly and did not try to feel for bottom thinking that if the shark was still after me such 
delay would give him another chance to attack. When I at last touched bottom the water 
was breast deep. 
 
“I had no feeling in my right arm below the 
elbow and in my excitement was under the 
impression that I had lost it.  While now 
struggling to the shore I shouted for help as 
there were a few people between me and the 
beach.  At the same time I tried to see the 
extent of my injuries.  I was chiefly concerned 
about my arm, and was surprised to see that it 
was still there.” 
 

INJURY: Le Roux’s buttock, back, abdomen, 
thigh and right forearm were bitten. “My stomach 
and back were very badly lacerated, my right arm 
also being severely injured while my left hand 
sustained only one deep cut,” said Le Roux, “the 
injuries are all fortunately flesh wounds.” 

 
FIRST AID: Le Roux's account continues:  

“I noticed that the blood was squirting from an 
artery which was severed on the inside of my 
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right arm about three inches (7,6 centimetres) above the palm of the hand. I 
immediately applied pressure to the artery below my armpit, my slight knowledge of first 
aid helping me to find the pressure-point without difficulty. 

 
“I now shouted for a car and ran along the beach towards The Strand, as several cars 
were parked in that direction.  Mr Morgan and Miss Valpy ran to my assistance and 
reached me as I came within a few yards of the nearest car. From the point where I had 
left the water to here was about 100 yards (91 metres) and I had come this far without 
any assistance. 
 
“The owner of the car was fortunately close by, and I took the front seat with this 
gentleman while Miss Valpy and Mr Morgan sat behind. We left immediately, Mr Morgan 
directing the driver to the Factory Hospital. 
 
“As soon as I was in the car I asked for something to put round my arm as a ligature. We 
found a strap in the car and bound this tightly round my arm above the elbow. As we 
came to De Beers bridge I asked them to release the pressure for a moment. The 
ligature was successful in stopping the flow of blood from the artery, and undoubtedly 
saved me from excessive loss of blood.” 
 

 TREATMENT:  
“On reaching the Factory Hospital I told Mr Morgan to fetch Mr Hesketh, who was at his 
house a few yards from the Hospital. 
 
“I walked into the Hospital immediately and sat in a chair for a few seconds, a pool of 
blood collecting on the floor during that short time. 
 
“Mr Hesketh took me to a bath close by and washed the wounds in cold water though, at 
the time, it felt as if he was using boiling water. With great skill, and in a very short space 
of time, he had me in bed with all the wounds dressed. Meantime Mr Griffiths had been 
summoned and was soon on the spot. 
 
“At 8 p.m. I was put under an anaesthetic and attended to by Dr Griffiths assisted by Mrs 
Griffiths and Dr Isaacson. Up to this time I had remained quite conscious. I was told that, 
on the dressings being taken from my right arm, the artery again squirted like a fountain. 
 
“On regaining consciousness I felt very weak, but, within a day or two, felt almost my 
normal self. 
 
“Though still suffering pain, and being inconvenienced by the position I am forced to lie 
in, I feel confident of complete recovery, with only scars to remind me of an experience 
so terrible and poignant with violent horror that I have not even made an attempt to 
describe my mental state and my feelings during my fight with the shark, and what I went 
through immediately after. 
 
“After deliberation, I have come to the conclusion that I owe my miraculous escape 
chiefly to Providence, then to the vigour of my 23 years, my good physical condition, my 
presence of mind, the quickness with which I acted and the prompt and skilful attention I 
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received. 
 
“In conclusion I must add that during the last six years I have swum on this particular 
course practically every time I bathed. I have never gone beyond the breakers when the 
sea was rough, and I do not consider that was doing anything foolhardy on this occasion 
by swimming in deep water as I have never known of anyone being attacked there 
previously by a shark.” 

 
SPECIES INVOLVED: According to Servy, the incident involved a white shark, 
Carcharodon carcharias. Photographs of the widely-spaced tooth impressions on his torso 
confirm his identification.  
 
Note: On December 11, 1942, a Ventura of the 11th Squadron was on anti-submarine 
patrol when the aircraft suffered engine failure and went into the sea eight kilometres due 
east of Scottburgh on the Natal South Coast. A crashboat picked up two survivors, Major 
Brierley and Sergeant McIver, but an intensive search failed to find any trace of Second 
Lieutenant H.W. Wright or Lieutenant Servy le Roux. 
 
Al le Roux, younger brother of Servy le Roux, writes,  

“What an irony of fate it is that only 12 years later Servy was finally taken by a shark 
when the SAAF bomber in which he was a crew member ditched off the Natal coast. 
Before the plane went down he gave his Mae West to a passenger in the plane who 
had no life jacket. This passenger was one of the two survivors rescued. Had Servy 
been wearing his Mae West I am sure he would have had a better than even chance of 
surviving a shark attack.”  
 

CASE INVESTIGATOR: Marie Levine 
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