
ACTIVITY: Treading water 
CASE: GSAF 1942.09.12 
DATE: Saturday September 12, 1942 
LOCATION: The incident took place at 
Trinity Beach, 17 kilometres northwest  of 
Cairns, Queensland, Australia. 16º44’S, 
147ºE 
 
NAME: Athol Wearne 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 24-year-old 
male, a Royal Australian Air Force officer.  
 
BACKGROUND 
SEA CONDITIONS: The water was flat 
calm and “crystal clear”. 
ENVIRONMENT: The incident took place at a steep, shelving beach. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 15 to 20 yards 
DEPTH OF WATER: Eight feet 
TIME: 16h30 
 
NARRATIVE: “A group of us had been swimming most of the afternoon and at about 4.30, 
the girls decided to go up to the beach cottage for afternoon tea. The three of us fellows had 
been having a glorious day. There was “Tammy” (Harry Tamblyn), Dr. John Deacon (which 
was lucky for me), and of course myself.  
 
“Tammy and I were laying on the beach and I just felt like another swim, so I literally 
“conned” Tammy into coming back into the water with me. After he got in again he was OK. 
 
“As I said it was about 4.30 in the afternoon and we swam and generally mucked around. 
The water was glorious; crystal clear with no surf whatsoever 
 
“The area where we were was a steep, shelving beach and I suppose I was out about 15 or 
20 yards and Tammy was about 10 yards further than me, off at an angle. The water was 
nice and calm. I suppose it was about 8 feet deep.  
 
“I yelled out to Tammy, ‘Let’s go in!’ and rolled over on my stomach ready to swim in. I don’t 
think I was even kicking; just treading water, when I felt something grab my leg. ‘Leave go 
of me you b . . . . . .!’, I yelled, thinking it was Tammy fooling around. Then I felt pressure on 
my leg and I knew it wasn’t. 
 
“I started kicking and yelling. I looked over my shoulder and could see my leg in its mouth. 
Its head was out of the water and it was shaking the hell out of me. Firstly I only saw its 
head and mouth, then as it thrashed, I saw its back. I knew it was a Tiger. I know a Tiger. I 
could see it was brownish with stripes on him. I reckon he was about 8 to 10 feet. Gunny, 
there was no pain whatsoever. 
 
“Its head was right out of the water trying to shake my leg off like a dog shaking a bone. I 
was kicking like hell and yelling to Tammy, ‘A shark’s got me Tammy, a shark’s got me!’ 
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First he just grinned then his face went green and I saw his mouth droop open. He realized 
what was up. 
 
“My only though then was that I hope it doesn’t take too much. I finally kicked free and my 
foot came away at the ankle. I looked over my shoulder and realized that I was free. The 
stump of my leg was above the water with a large section of my white shin bone showing. I 
was a horrible feeling to see this shaking uncontrollably. 
 
“Tammy was swimming across to me; in fact he was actually swimming down my blood-
path. 
 
“I yelled to him, ‘You come in or he’ll get you too’. I thought it would go for Tammy too 
because he had put himself between me and the shark and I knew I couldn’t help him if it 
attacked him. 
 
“I really moved through the water towards the shore, in fact I think I gravel-gashed my belly 
hitting the beach. Tammy was right with me.” 
 
Harry Tamblyn was awarded the Royal Humane Society’s medal for his action in swimming 
between the shark and victim and also for his prompt action in administering first aid. 
 
INJURY: “The shark had taken my foot and all the flesh from my calf leaving the bone 
exposed,” said Wearne.  
 
FIRST AID / TREATMENT: “He [Tammy] yelled for help but couldn’t make anyone hear,” 
remembers Wearne. “He got a towel and tied a tourniquet on my leg and then ran up 
towards the house. The doctor came down and checked that the tourniquet was alright and 
someone rang for an ambulance. I was driven the fifteen odd miles from Trinity to Cairns 
hospital. I had lost a lot of blood and they gave me a blood transfusion. They had to operate 
and remove the shin bone just below the knee.” 
 
Wearne’s leg was surgically amputated in the hospital. He recovered. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: The incident involved a 2.4- to 3-metre [8' to 10'] tiger shark. 
 
NOTE: Harry Tamblyn was awarded the Royal Humane Society’s medal for his action in 
swimming between the shark and Wearne, and for his prompt action in administering first 
aid. 
 
SOURCES: Cairns Post, Monday September 14, 1942, page 4; Jack Green interviewed 
Wearne, pages 44-50; Gilbert P. Whitley (1951), page 193, cites Sydney Morning Herald, 
August 11, 1943; Victor M. Coppleson (1958), pages 87 and 238 
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FOOT SNAPPED OFF. 
ATTACK BY SHARK. 

DOUBLE ISLAND INCIDENT. 
 

While swimming at Double Island, near Cairns, on Saturday afternoon, Athol Wearne (24), a flying 
officer attached to the RAAF., was seized by a large shark, which snapped off his right foot. 
 
With a party of friends from Cairns, Wearne had been swimming, and when the rest of the party 
had left the beach he and a friend went back for a final dip. They dashed into the water and had 
proceeded only a few yards when his friend observed a shark coming through the waves. He gave 
the warn ing to Wearne and both men turned and dashed for the shore, but the shark caught up 
with Wearne, making a thrust at him as he left the water. 
 
Fortunately a doctor was a member of the same party, and while he gave attention to the injured 
man another friend communicated with a service Ambulance which rushed the injured man to 
hospital. An operation was performed later in the night, and latest reports state his condition is 
satisfactory. 
 
Wearne is a well-known pilot, and has been on active service in many theatres of war. 
 
SOURCE: Cairns Post, Monday September 14, 1942, page 4 
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