
ACTIVITY: Treading water 
CASE: GSAF 1951.11.28.a / SA-106 
DATE: Wednesday November 28, 1951 
LOCATION: The accident took place at the Main 
Beach in Winkelspruit, 33 kilometres southwest of 
Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa.  
30°05,6'S, 30°51,9'E 
 
NAME:  George Plowman 
DESCRIPTION: The swimmer, a 24-year-old male, 
was 1,83 metres tall and well built. He was clad in 
blue swimming trunks but wore no jewelry and had no 
injuries before the accident. He was Captain of the 
Winkelspruit Surf Life-saving Club and extremely fit. 
At the time of the incident he was working on carbon 
revivifier and his skin was impregnated with carbon. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: According to the Durban meteorological 
station temperatures ranged from 17° to 25°C, at 
08h00 there was 1/8 cloud cover and a gentle seven-
knot northeasterly breeze, at 15h30 the sky was 
cloudless and there was a moderate 14-knot 
northeasterly breeze. 
MOON PHASE: New Moon, November 29, 1951 at 
03h00 
SEA CONDITIONS: Reports vary: Plowman said the 
water was “clear” but the press reported that it was discolored and murky. The accident took 
place 95 minutes after mean high tide, and a channel was present. 
ENVIRONMENT: Plowman does not recall any unusual fish or bird activity immediately 
before the attack and said that no one was fishing in the vicinity. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE:  150 metres 
DEPTH:  2,4 metres 
TIME:  17h15 
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Winkelspruit 



NARRATIVE: George Plowman and a friend, Larry Nielson of the Warnadoone Surf Life-
saving Club, were alone in the sea. “We were swimming far out, near backline,” recalls 
Plowman. “I had stopped swimming and had been talking to Nielson for about half a 
minute”. Plowman was facing seawards when the shark approached from his left (north-to-
south direction) and slightly behind, then severed his right leg below the knee.  “I was never 
pulled under the water,” said Plowman “and the shark made only one bite”. As Nielson took 
him to shore, Plowman held his pressure point to control bleeding. According to the press, 
the shark continued to circle the two men until they reached the beach. 
 
INJURY:  Plowman's right leg was severed below the patella. When he pummeled the 
shark, he sustained lacerations on his right hand (defense wounds). 
 
FIRST AID: Plowman was carried to the parking area where a tourniquet was applied.  One 
of the life-savers, Ken East, had worked as a male nurse during the war and would not 
allow Plowman to be transported immediately to the hospital. (This was contrary to 
accepted practice in 1951 when shark attack victims were rushed to a hospital without 
stabilization on the beach.)  East kept the patient in the parking lot for more than 20 minutes 
until the arrival of Dr Fairburn and the patient’s father, Dr Plowman. The patient was put in 
the back of his father's car and taken to his surgery where he was given a pint of saline 
solution. The ambulance arrived but he was not moved until after his condition had 
stabilized.  His father accompanied him in the ambulance to Entabeni Hospital, Durban. En 
route the patient went into cardiac arrest but was resuscitated. Dr. Plowman later believed 
that cardiac arrest resulted from the injection of morphine administered earlier; the 
morphine acted as a central nervous system depressant. 
 
TREATMENT:  In January 1952, after skin grafts failed on the denuded bone of the knee, 
the right leg was surgically amputated above the knee. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED:  Plowman estimated the shark was eight feet [2.4 metres] in length. 
No tooth fragments were recovered, but the nature of the injury suggests that a  white shark 
may have been involved. 
 
COMMENT: Larry Nielson was awarded the Queen's Medal for Bravery, the Surf Lifesaving 
Association's Silver Medal, and the George Medal. 
 
SOURCE: Interviews with George Plowman 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Marie Levine, Global Shark Accident File. 
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George Plowman (center) and Larry Nielson (right) 
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