ACTIVITY: Bathing
CASE: GSAF 1934.03.12
DATE: Monday March 12,
1934
LOCATION: Dee Why, New
South W ales, Australia.
33º45'S, 151ºE
NAME: Frank Athol Riley
DESCRIPTION: He was a 17year-old male from Tasman
Road in Dee Why.
BACKGROUND
WEATHER:
It was an
overcast, warm day. The air
temperature was 77.4ºF.
MOON PHASE: New Moon,
March 15, 1934
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea
was calm with light surf and
the water temperature was
73.5ºF.
DISTANCE FROM SHORE:
20 yards
DEPTH OF WATER: Three
feet
TIME: 15h00
NARRATIVE: There were 40
to 50 bathers in the water well
within the breakers when a
shark fin appeared among them. “Frank was about four
feet from me,” said his friend, Laurie Shields. “Then I saw
a fin and part of the back of the shark between Frank and
me.” The shark circled Riley. “The shark was so close that
I could have put my hand on its back; I had hardly realized
what had happened when the shark attacked,” he said.
“Frank had no time to call out before he was dragged
under the water and the water above him turned red. Then
he appeared on the surface. The shark still had him by the
leg. Frank was splashing with his arms and making
desperate efforts to get away to the beach. The shark kept
jerking him backwards and forwards.”
Lifesaver Laurie O’Toole ran into the water with a belt. The
shark still had the teen by the leg, but released him as the
lifesaver approached. O’Toole and two other men brought
Frank Riley (left) and Laurie Shields
the injured boy to shore.
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INJURY: Fatal. His left leg was severed at the hip and his buttock was removed by the
shark. He died moments after he was brought to the beach.
SPECIES INVOLVED: Not identified. The shark was said to be 14 feet in length. Lifesavers
hunted the shark in a surf boat and hooked it, but it broke away. The shark continued to
cruise along the beach for several hours and was seen by beachgoers. Dee Why Beach
remained closed for several days afterwards.
SOURCES: The Telegraph, Tuesday March 13, 1934, front page;
The Courier-Mail, March 13, 1934, page 13; The Canberra Times,
Thursday March 22, 1934, page 4; Victor M. Coppleson (1958),
pages 66 & 232
NOTE: Laurie O’Toole was later awarded the Royal Humane
Society of Australasia’s gold medal and the Surf Life Saving
Association’s silver medal, SLSA’s highest award.

Laurie O’Toole

Dee Why Life Savers. Laurie O'Toole is the second from left
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Dee Why Beach. Courtesy Warringah Library

The Telegraph, Late City Edition, March 13, 1934
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The Courier-Mail, March 13, 1934, page 13
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The Canberra Times, Thursday March 22, 1934, page 4
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Victim’s ‘hoarse cry’ heralded tragic shark attack that killed Frank Riley at Dee Why in
1934
 String of fatal shark attacks strike northern beaches attacks 1935-37
 Shark about 4m long tore into young bather Frank Riley
 Lifesaver Laurie O’Toole made heroic rescue attempt in blood-filled water
More fatal attacks followed and public outcry led to meshing program
EIGHTY years ago a 18-year-old boy was fatally mauled by a shark at Dee Why Beach in
front of horrified onlookers.
A lifesaver just three years older than the victim swam to his aid and brought him ashore but he
died soon after.It was the first of four fatal shark attacks on the northern beaches in less than
two years and followed five fatal shark attacks on the southern beaches.
Nine fatal attacks on popular ocean beaches in a short space of time was more than the public –
or the politicians – could bear and led to the introduction in 1937 of the shark meshing program
that continues to this day.
The victim on March 12, 1934, was Frank Riley, who lived in Tasman Rd, Dee Why, and had
gone to the beach that afternoon with his friend, Laurie Shields. Laurie told one newspaper that
he and Frank had been friends for four years.
“Frank was about four feet from me on my left,” he told another. “Then I saw a fin and part of the
back of the shark between Frank and me. A life of foam and spray from the fin showed that it
had circled round Frank before coming between us. The shark was so close that I could have
put my hand on its back. “I had hardly realised what had happened when the shark attacked
Frank. He had no time to call out before he was dragged under the water. He disappeared
completely and the water above him turned red. “Then he appeared on the surface. The shark
still had him by the leg. Frank was splashing with his arms and making desperate efforts to get
away to the beach. The shark kept jerking him backwards and forwards.”
Dee Why lifesaver Laurie O’Toole rushed into the water with a belt, followed by several others.
The shark still had hold of young Frank by the time O’Toole reached him but let go long enough
for the boy to be brought ashore. But the shark had taken off Frank’s left leg at the hip and part
of his right leg, and he died on the beach.
The Manly Daily reported that it was the first time a large shark, estimated at between 3.7 and
4.3m long, had been seen at Dee Why. “The attack came with dramatic suddenness, the shark
appearing without the slightest warning in the centre of a group of bathers within 30 yards from
the shore. Riley’s hoarse cry was the first intimation of the tragedy. “At the time of the attack,
the sea was fairly calm and the surf light, and about 40 or 50 bathers were strung out in
comparatively shallow water.”
Following the attack, a boat was launched and baited hooks set in the hope of catching the
shark. The shark took one bait but wrenched free of the hook and remained in the area for
several hours, clearly visible from the shore. Dee Why Beach was closed for several days and
more baits were set in the hope of catching the shark. There was even talk of using bottles filled
with gelignite to “bomb” the shark but it didn’t return to the beach.
Riley was one of 12 children and his family was poor, so a subscription list was opened to raise
money for it. One of the most poignant moments in subsequent days came when Frank Riley’s
mother received a simple message: “Dear Mrs Riley, Please accept our very sincere sympathy
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in your great sorrow. From Colin Grant and Mrs F.E. Grant.” Colin Grant knew better than anyone
else the terror Frank Riley had experienced that day – just two months earlier, on January 7, he
had survived a shark attack at Queenscliff with the loss of a leg.
Laurie O’Toole was awarded the Royal Humane Society of Australasia’s gold medal and the Surf
Life Saving Association’s silver medal, which was the SLSA’s highest accolade.
Sadly, Frank Riley’s death was just the first in less than two years on the peninsula.
Just 20 days after Riley’s death, 15-year-old Leon Hermes died after he was attacked by a shark
at North Steyne.
Eleven months later, on March 2, 1935, 22-year-old Herbert McFarlane died after he was
attacked by a shark at North Narrabeen.
Then, 11 months later again, 14-year-old David Paton was taken by a shark at South Steyne. His
body was never recovered.
Following a government inquiry, shark meshing was introduced to Sydney’s beaches in 1937 and
was introduced to Wollongong and Newcastle beaches in 1949. But while there have been no
fatal shark attack on a meshed ocean beach in Sydney since 1937, the shark nets remain
controversial.
SOURCE: John Morcombe, Manly Daily, March 10, 2014,
http://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/newslocal/northern-beaches/victims-hoarse-cry-heraldedtragic-shark-attack-that-killed-frank-riley-at-dee-why-in-1934/story-fngr8hax-1226847985051
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