
ACTIVITY: Free diving for pearl 
shell 
CASE: GSAF 1937.08.31 
DATE: Friday August 31, 1937 
LOCATION: The incident took 
place off Mabuiag Island, in the 
Torres Strait between Australia 
and New Guinea. 
 
NAME: Iona Asai 
DESCRIPTION: The diver was a 
38-year-old male. 
 
BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: Third Quarter,  
August 29, 1937 
DEPTH OF WATER: 3.5 metres 
TIME: 11h00 
 
NARRATIVE: Iona Asai was diving from the lugger, San, operated by the Protector of the 
Aborigines. The incident is best described by Asai: 

“First time I went down I found one pearl shell and put it on the deck. Then I went 
down again the second time and found another pearl shell. The third time I dive and 
walked on the bottom. I was behind a little high place, the shark was on the other 
side. I never saw him and he never saw me. I saw a stone like a pearl shell on the 
north side, and when I turned I saw the shark six feet away from me. He opened his 
mouth, already I have no chance of escape from him. Then he came and  bite me on 
the head. He felt it was too strong to swallow and put his teeth around my neck. 
Then he bite me and I felt his teeth go into my flesh. I put my hands around his head 
and squeeze his eyes until he let me go, and I make for the boat. The captain pulled 
me into the boat and I faint. “ 

 
INJURY: The diver’s Head, neck and shoulder was bitten.  
 
FIRST AID / TREATMENT: “They get some medicines from a school teacher,” said Asai. 
The diver recovered from his injuries. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: A tooth fragment, identified as that of a tiger shark, Galeocerdo 
cuvier, was recovered three weeks afterwards from an abscess that developed on the back 
of Asai’s neck. 
 
NOTE:  This wasn’t the first time Iona Asai was bitten by a shark. In 1918, Asai was diving 
off Cairns, Queensland, Australia, when he was bitten by a shark (see GSAF 1918.04.01). 
 
SOURCES: Hammond Times, December 17, 1937,  page 10; Victor. M. Coppleson (1958), 
pages 103 & 244; Victor M. Coppleson (1962), page 158;  Sharpe, pages 109-110  
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Mabuiag Island is an island in the Bellvue Islands, 100 km 
north of Thursday Island, Queensland, Australia. It is 
located in the Napoleon Passage and Arnolds Passage of 
the Torres Strait. 


