
ACTIVITY: Body surfing / swimming 
CASE: GSAF 1950.12.16 
DATE: Saturday December 16, 1950 
LOCATION: The attack took place at Palm Beach 
North (five miles south of Burleigh Heads where Leo 
Ryan had been bitten by a shark three weeks earlier), 
Queensland, Australia.  
28º07'S, 153ºE 
 
NAME: Desmond Quinlan 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 20-year-old lifesaver. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: It was a bright sunny day. 
MOON PHASE: First Quarter, December 16, 1950 
SEA CONDITIONS: Moderate surf and the water was 
cloudy. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 50 yards 
DEPTH OF WATER: Eight feet 
TIME: 16h15 
 
NARRATIVE: Desmond Quinlan was swimming and 
“catching shoots” with about 14 other lifesavers. A 
rolling wave approached and all the lifesavers rode the wave to shore except Bill Wilson 
and Quinlan. Wilson caught the next wave, leaving Quinlan alone. Wilson was almost on 
the beach when he looked around to see if Quinlan was with him. Then he heard Quinlan 
call, “Quick! Shark!” and saw him struggling in the water. He swam to Quinlan who was 
barely conscious. Frank Griffin joined Wilson and together they brought Quinlan to shore. 
  
INJURY: Fatal. The lifesaver’s lower abdomen was severely bitten and his left leg was 
severed at the thigh.  
 
FIRST AID: He was treated by two Brisbane doctors at the scene: Dr. Geaney and Dr. 
James Matthews. “It was impossible for him to survive his injuries,” writes Coppleson. “He 
died shortly after they laid him down in the club-house.” 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Not identified. Next day three 10-foot sharks were seen cruising 
about 30 yards seawards of the spot where Quinlan was bitten. 
 
SOURCES: Sydney Morning Herald, December 16, 1950, page 15; R.A. Smith; Gilbert P. 
Whitley (1951), page 194, cites Herald (Sydney) December 17, 1950; Victor M. Coppleson 
(1958), pages 94 and 239  
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