
ACTIVITY: Helmet diving 
CASE: GSAF 1939.07.16 
DATE: Sunday July 16, 1939 
LOCATION: Andros Island, Bahamas 
 
NAME: E. F. MacEwan 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 38-year-old male. 
 
BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: New Moon, July 16, 1939 
DEPTH OF WATER: 54 feet 
TIME: 12h00 
 
NARRATIVE: “In 1939, I and several companions were working inside the barrier reef at 
Andros Island, B.W.I. We were engaged in the making of an underwater motion picture, 
commercial—not a scientific picture. The basic principle of making commercial pictures is 
that they shall be packed with thrills or acting that stirs the human emotions. Documentary 
films, of course, can be sold but they bring only a small return. We were after money; 
therefore, we had to have thrills. Like other commercial motion picture producers, we didn’t 
care whether or not the scenes were true to life. We were interested only in putting 
excitement into our picture. Now there is an old saying, ’It isn’t what you don’t know that 
gets you killed, it’s what you know you know that ain’t so’.  
 
“So! - supremely confident in our knowledge that the nurse shark of the western Atlantic 
waters is harmless to man, we purchased from the natives a seven-foot specimen and 
placed him in a wire pen in shallow water. We should have taken warning from the 
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experience of my son, who was a member of our picture taking production staff. At my order 
he jumped into the pen and endeavored to put a rope around the forward end of the shark. 
After a couple of tries the shark turned on him and attempted to bite him. It succeeded in 
getting a hold of the cuff of one of his horsehide gauntlets. Its allegedly harmless little teeth 
made their presence evident by ripping the heavy leather. Without a word he climbed out 
and I, like many a father before me, assumed that the boy had been clumsy. I jumped in. 
Son said:’Pop, I don’t think you ought to do that’. I said: ‘Aw, Rats.’ or something of that 
nature, and grabbing the shark around the middle by both arms, held it up while someone 
else put a rope around it.  
 
“We then moved to the seaward entrance of one of the famous blue holes of Andros Island. 
Another name for these holes is ‘Boiler Holes’. These holes are actually tunnels which 
connect landlocked ponds with the lagoons and bights near which they are located. They 
are beautiful things in themselves; with each ebb tide they boil full to the brim with white 
foam like a black iron cauldron at sugar-making time. On the flood they become rather 
whirlpools. During the slack they are beautiful circular spots of deep ocean blue surrounded 
by the white, green, black, brown and yellow of the shoals. The colors are due to sand, 
shoal water, grass and copious growths of the finest corsal, great light yellow palmated 
elkhorn coral, which we Americans should call moosehorn coral, yellow and brown brain 
coral, in fact all of the corals excepting these which grow only in deeper waters. At the 
entrance to the submarine caverns or tunnels there is usually a pit formed by the action of 
the tide. These pits are partly filled with sand which washes gently in and out of the mouth 
or mouths of the tunnels. Thus, at the seaward entrance the scouring of the sand enlarges a 
cavern section which is often large enough so that a diver can stand upright. We were 
utilizing one of these caverns at a depth of about 54 feet as the scene or backdrop of our 
main thrill, a diver and shark fight episode. Little did we realize when we set up for action 
that the fake fight would turn into a real fight. 
 
“More to anchor the shark within the camera’s field than to reduce the risk, we put a heavy 
lead weight in the cavern. To the weight we attached a pulley, through the pulley we ran a 
wire, one end of the wire we attached to the tail of the shark and on the other end of the 
wire we bent an manila hand line which extended up to the surface into our diving barge. 
With this handy device we yanked the shark unceremoniously down into the cave and 
placed him exactly where we wanted him. We then set up underwater camera and 
underwater lights and sent down the cameraman diver. Then we stationed a diver to tend 
the divers. His job was to keep all lines and hoses untangled. The camerman was Mr. 
George Barnes, who is now a highly competent engineer living in Landsdowne, 
Pennyslvania. The diver to tend the divers was Mr. George F. MacEwan, my first cousin. 
Last of all we sent down an actor diver, who happened to be me.  
 
“I walked bravely up to the shark and patted him on the head. The script called for a friendly 
approach because we were going to frankly admit that the shark was a nurse shark. Our 
frank admission was not based on any desire to be honest with the public, but simply that 
we knew that someone in the public would recognize the variety of shark and claim that it 
was a harmless one, so we might just as well admit it in the beginning. We were then going 
to claim that the nurse shark’s reputation for harmlessness was wrong, not knowing how 
right events were to prove us to be. 
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“I was using a Miller Dux shallow water helmet weighted with forty pounds of lead, vintage 
circa 1926, and lead-soled shoes with quick releases. My garb was a suit of long woolen 
Johns with white coveralls over them. I had a belt, a heavy knife, white gloves, and over my 
woolens, but under the sleeve of my coveralls of my left arm, I wore aluminum armor. 
Bolted to the armor was a doctor’s wooden tongue depressor, which held my sleeve out 
from my arm. This little gimmick was to enable the shark to get a good hold on my sleeve. 
After patting the shark I began to mistreat him a little bit in order to get him interested in 
taking a snap at my left arm. I had counted on the possibility of teasing even the innocuous 
nurse shark into doing a little biting.  
 
“Much to my surprise, practically no teasing was required. The shark made a vicious grab. 
He engulfed nearly a third of my forearm. Had it not been for my armor he would have 
snapped the bone as easily as I could snap a match stick. Gouging deep grooves in the 
aluminum, he obtained a firm grip on the sleeve of my coveralls. Then after the manner of 
some of his kind, he began to roll over and over in order to twist off a piece of meat. All of a 
sudden the fight became real, but nothing like as real as it was going to be later. The 
camera continued to grind and I felt myself being tilted. As I was not wearing a full 
watertight diving suit bolted to a collar and helmet, the water was free to rise inside my 
helmet. Soon it was over my nose. Shallow water helmets are open to the sea at their 
bottom. I knew that if I didn’t straighten up I would drown swiftly. I also suspected that the 
cameraman would think that it was all part of my act. I could jolly well and truly die before he 
woke up. I was 54 feet below the surface. There was no time to explain things on the 
phone. I was on my own. I was far from sure that I could stab the shark to death fast 
enough to save my life. I chose to cut the sleeve of my coveralls. By the time I had figured 
out what to do the shark had twisted the sleeve into a very hard rope. This twisting of the 
cloth made it anything but easy to cut. Under the pressure of real terror I slashed hard 
several times. My eyes went underwater, I could not see to slash. I began to saw. Toward 
the end of my breath I cut through and was free. 
 
“Not being entirely satisfied with this scene, I wanted to preserve the shark for another 
effort. I walked over and unpinned the pulley from the weight and phone to the deck to 
heave ‘round. The direct pull would take the shark up to the surface where he was to be 
lifted out and put back in his pen. From then on things went from bad to worse.  
 
“As soon as the shark’s tail was free from the weight he recovered the power to swim. Not 
waiting for the man to pull him to the surface, he decided that other parts were healthier for 
him and departed at high speed. This resulted in forming a bite in the line to his tail. The bite 
of the line promptly hung up on a coral pinnacle. My cousin, the guardian diver at the mouth 
of the cave, seeing what had happened, walked over and lifted the bite of the line from the 
pinnacle. He then turned and walked sedately back to his post at the entrance to the cave, 
where he re-engaged himself with the tending of the electric conductor’s phone lines and air 
hoses.  
 
“The shark changed his mind meanwhile about retreating. Seeing an organism which he 
now recognized as an enemy, he struck at it with all the speed with which a shark is 
capable, and this is indeed quite a lot of speed. I happened to be gazing upward out of the 
mouth of the cavern; much to my astonishment, I saw the guard diver assume the position 
of the man in the funny papers who has just been kicked. His loins extended forward, his 

© Global Shark Accident File, 2000. All rights reserved. This report may not be abridged or 
reproduced in any form without written permission of the Global Shark Accident File. 



arms and legs backward. His helmet assumed an awry angle. He literally flew through the 
water propelled by 100 pounds or so of very mad shark. The scene was so comical that I 
burst into laughter. Then, getting hold of myself and realizing that it wasn’t funny at all, I 
again yelled orders over my phone to the deck crew to heave ‘round on the shark. The order 
was obeyed promptly. 
 
“As the men on deck drew up on the shark it became evident that the shark was firmly 
attached to the guard diver. The more I urged the men on deck the faster they heaved 
‘round, and the worse the mess became. The guard diver fouled the electric lines. The lines 
pulled over the cameras and the lights. The lights went out in the cave. We in the cave 
became entangled. Fearing that the shark would get enough slack in the line to take another 
bite, MacEwan seized hold of various rocks and coral pinnacles, finally obtaining a good 
grip upon the launch’s anchor line. This produced a check-mate, as gentlemen say in a 
chess game when one of the players cannot move in any direction; only in this case neither 
MacEwan nor the shark were playing.  
 
“With this anchorage a great stress developed along the diver, shark and deck crew hook-
up. The teeth of the shark tore at the diver’s back, but the shark’s teeth, being small and 
many, maintained an excellent grip on the diver’s suit, which, like mine, was a strong 
canvas coverall. All action above and below was completely stalled. I realized that it was up 
to me to make a move. Warning the men on deck to maintain tension on the line, I 
untangled myself and proceeded to the junction of shark and diver. For the second time I 
cut away a piece of suiting and thus freed the guard diver. The men on deck tumbled over 
backward and yanked the shark suddenly clear of us by about ten feet. I again order the 
shark to be hauled up to the surface and onto the deck. One of my deck men decided that 
he didn’t want that kind of shark on deck with him, so instead of hauling it on deck, he cut 
the tail line.” 
INJURY: “There were twenty-nine separate and distinct tooth marks or, rather, channels in 
(MacEwan’s) dermis, and a piece of hide was missing in the center.” 
 
TREATMENT: “The wound was not serious and MacEwan resumed the work of assisting 
the other two divers clear up the now thoroughly-snarled cameras, lamps and tripods. As 
soon as the party returned to the yacht each tooth cut was carefully washed out to avoid 
infection from fish slime, and where the ship’s company was heartless enough to enjoy a 
good laugh at the comedy of a fish catching a man!” 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: A nurse shark, seven feet in length. 
 
NOTE: This was a provoked incident 
 
SOURCES: E.R. Fenimore Johnson; Evening Sun (Baltimore), July 31, 1939; The Evening 
Independent, July 31, 1939, page 1. 
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