
ACTIVITY: Body-surfing 
CASE: GSAF 1950.11.25 
DATE: Saturday November 25, 1950 
LOCATION: The attack took place in the surfing area at 
Burleigh Heads, Queensland, Australia. 
 
NAME: Leo Vincent Ryan 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 21-year-old male from Brisbane. 
He was a member of the Burleigh Heads Surf Club and was 
wearing a dark-colored swim suit. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: It was a cool, dull and cloudy day. It had rained 
heavily the previous week throughout most of Southern 
Queensland, although rainfall had been light in this area and 
on the day before the incident a cyclone had passed along the coast. 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, November 25, 1950 
SEA CONDITIONS: The surf was heavy and the water was murky. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 120 yards 
DEPTH OF WATER AT THE SITE: 12 feet 
TIME: 17h15 [5:15 pm] 
 
NARRATIVE: Ryan was catching “body shoots” with other members of the club, and all had 
caught a wave and were shooting towards the beach when the accident took place. The 
shark’s initial pass was at his buttocks, removing the greater portion of them and hurling him 
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10 metres through the air. As the shark made a second pass, Ryan attempted to fend the 
shark off with his hands and consequently lost his left hand. Then the shark swam away. 
Ryan’s plight was noticed by his companions, who by this time had reached the beach. Club 
member Gavin Rex Horsely swam out in a belt and rescued him. 
 
INJURY: Most of Ryan’s left hand were severed, and two fingers of his right hand. A large 
portion of his buttocks was removed by the shark. 
 
FIRST AID: First aid was administered on the beach and then he was transported by 
ambulance to the hospital. Medical officers at the scene were: Dr. Evans of Brisbane and Dr. 
Lloyd of Southport. 
 
TREATMENT: Ryan was hospitalized at Brisbane General Hospital, North Brisbane, 
Queensland. For the next four hours a team of seven specialists repaired his wounds, and he 
eventually recovered from his injuries.  
 
Unknown to Ryan, he spent the next 48 years carrying another memento of the incident — a 
fragment of a shark tooth embedded in the base of his spine. In May 1998, when a lump 
began to form on his lower back, his doctor ordered tests, X-rays and scans and eventually 
decided to operate. "You're not going to believe this, but it's a bit of shark tooth," his doctor 
told him. "I'm trying to get the fragment of tooth back from the pathology lab so I can get it 
fitted into a chain that I can wear round my neck," Ryan said. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: The incident involved a three metre [10'] white shark. Next day a 
shark of about the same size was seen during a surf carnival about a half mile away and the 
carnival was called off. On the following day the shark was seen again. On November 28, a 
three-metre white shark was hooked in the area.  
 
NOTE: Leo Vincent Ryan was interviewed by Wayne Smith in August 1998. Ryan, then 69-
years-old, referred to the shark as 3.6 metre bronze whaler shark, not a white shark. He also 
mentioned some old advice about poking an attacking shark in the eye. "But whoever came 
up with that adage overlooked the fact that to get at the eyes, you have to go past the mouth, 
and that's how I lost my hand and fingers," said Ryan. 
 
SOURCES: Records at Burleigh Heads Police Station and from local surf club members 
compiled by S/Const. R. A. Smith, Police Station, Burleigh Heads; Gilbert P. Whitley (1951), 
page 194, cites Sunday Herald (Sydney), November 26, 1950 edition; The Sydney Morning 
Herald, December 2, 1950, page 18 (below); Victor M. Coppleson (1958), page 93-94;  
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Sydney Morning Herald, 
December 2, 1950 


