
ACTIVITY: Treading water 
CASE: GSAF 1940.03.31 / SA-063  
DATE: Sunday March 31, 1940 
LOCATION: The accident took place in the 
Indian Ocean at Danger Pool, Winkelspruit, 33 
kilometres southwest of Durban, KwaZulu-
Natal, South Africa.   
30°05,6'S, 30°51,9'E 
 
NAME: Joseph Lees 
DESCRIPTION: The swimmer, a 25-year-old 
male, was 1,78 metres tall and was well-built. 
He was a powerful swimmer and the former 
captain of the Illovo-Karridene Surf Life-savers 
Club. Lees had brown hair and was wearing 
black swimming trunks but wore no jewelry 
and had no injuries before the attack. He 
worked as a storeman at the Illovo Sugar 
Estates and was to be married within the 
week (on Thursday 4 April).  Throughout his 
seven-  to eight-year career as a life-saver 
Lees had saved many people from drowning. 
A week before his death he had rescued a 
young Zulu boy in the Isipingo River. Three 
years earlier he gained local fame by sailing 
his 2,4-metre canoe up and down the south 
coast in all weather. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: Reports vary: the press reported 
that the sky was sunny and a southwesterly 
wind was blowing. According to the Durban meteorological station records a cold front 
moved through the area on the day before Lees was attacked. On the day of the attack 0,5 
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millimetres of rain fell and temperatures ranged from 21° to 
26°C. At 08h30 the sky was completely overcast with 8/8 cloud 
cover and light two-knot southwesterly airs were recorded. At 
14h00 the sky was still overcast with 7/8 cloud cover and there 
was a light five-knot east-south-easterly breeze. 
MOON PHASE: Third Quarter, March 30, 1940 
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea was calm with “a bit of current”. 
The water was clear and a channel was present. 
ENVIRONMENT: Two weeks before the accident a large shark 
was seen in the surf at Danger Pool, only a few metres from 
the beach, and a week before the accident a shark was 
observed 250 metres from the beach. A few hours after Lees 
was bitten by a shark, four members of Durban's Hiawatha 
Angling Club drove to Winkelspruit and fished for the shark. At 
17h00 a 1,8-metre, 58-kilogram dusky shark was caught by 
Scotty Campbell less than 45 metres from where Lees was 
bitten. South Coast fishermen observed that the attacks - at 
Winkelspruit, Warner Beach and Inyoni Rocks - were all made in the southern Umlazi 
section of the coast; they all occurred in the gulf which lies between Umbogintwini and 
Winkelspruit. This stretch of water is about 16 kilometres in length. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 27 metres 
DEPTH: Reports are conflicting: according to some sources the accident took place in 
“shallow water”, while others record that the water was about four metres deep. 
TIME: 11h00 
 
NARRATIVE: Joe Lees had been in the water only a few minutes when he was bitten by a 
shark. He was swimming with six other members of the Life-saving Club, but he swam five 
to seven metres out beyond the group, then turned around and swam back to his friends. 
He was 1,7 metres from Ted Borchert, his fiancee's brother, and was treading water when 
he shouted that a shark had bitten his leg. Lees turned over and thrashed his legs.  
Borchert swam to him and shouted for assistance.  Lees' friends carried him ashore. 
According to press reports, bathers fled from the water when Lees was bitten by the shark, 
but they went back into the water soon after he was taken to Durban. 
 
INJURY: Lees' right thigh and calf were bitten. The wound on thigh was about 15 to 18 
centimetres in length, and the incisions were nearly 2,5 centimetres across. He sustained 
an avulsion injury on his right calf, an artery was severed and his tibia was exposed. On the 
inner side of the knee were six parallel teeth marks, each 1,25 centimetres apart, and from 
1,25 to 0,75 centimetres in length. Dr. Cawson wrote: “The injury was confined to the right 
lower limb, a jagged scar exposing a large portion of the muscle and causing death by 
shock and uncontrolled haemorrhage.” 
 
FIRST AID: When Lees reached the beach he was semiconscious, but he seemed to 
recover quickly. J.P. Engels applied a tourniquet that  appeared to stop the bleeding. The 
Natal Mercury reported that after the tourniquet was tied, “Lees fainted but regained 
consciousness momentarily and was plucky throughout the ordeal.” Ten minutes after 
reaching the beach, Lees was taken by car to the sanitorium in Durban. By the time he 
arrived, 25 minutes after the attack, he was dead. His friends said, “Joe was an athlete; he 
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just didn't want to live after the attack.” Dr F.G. Cawston, who examined the body the next 
day, said that death resulted from shock and uncontrolled haemorrhage. The body was 
cremated and his ashes were scattered in the sea at Danger Pool, where a rocky outcrop 
still bears his name. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Dr Cawston believed that Lees had been bitten by a white shark, 
Carcharodon carcharias. He wrote, “On the inner side of the knee were the marks of six 
teeth, all parallel and separated by about half-an-inch. The front ones were about a half-an-
inch in length, the fourth an inch in length, the hindermost two considerably smaller. These 
narrow scars correspond to a complete vertical row in what is known locally along the Natal 
coast as the blue ‘pointer’ and support the contention that, in biting, the hinder rows of teeth 
in these sharks become erect so that, on occasions, all may be brought into play.” 
 

Mr H. Robson, Chairman of the Albatross Angling Club, also examined the swimmer's 
injuries, agreed that the wounds resulted from the bite of a white shark, and announced that 
a hunt was to be held for the shark on 7 April. Plans were made to include aircraft to 
operate with five motor launches and 20 fishermen, but it is not known if any sharks were 
caught. 
 

COMMENT: Six years earlier Joe Lees and another life-saver, Lu Demarets, rescued Allan 
Donald McArthur when he was bitten by a shark at Danger Pool. 
 

There is an unconfirmed report of 
another attack at Winkelspruit 
shortly after the attack on Lees (SA-
064) The victim was said to be a 
young Indian female. Her body was 
never recovered. 
 

SOURCES: Interviews with Des 
Collopy and Fuzzy Scott; Daily 
News (Durban) April 1, 3 and 8, 
1940; Natal Mercury, April 1, 2, 4 
and 8, and May 18, 1940; Gordon 
Cawston, “The Bites of some 
Sharks and Reptiles”, Journal of 
Tropical Medicine and Hygiene, Vol. 
43, No.11. June 1, 1940, page 155 
and The Journal of Tropical 
Medicine and Hygiene, Vol. 44, No. 
13,  July 1, 1941, page 82. 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Marie 
Levine 
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