
ACTIVITY: Swimming 
CASE: GSAF 1956.07.20 
DATE: July 20, 1956 
LOCATION: The accident took 
place in the Mediterranean Sea near 
the Il-Munxar headland on the 
southeast side of St. Thomas Bay, 
Malta. 
35º54'N, 14º32'E 
 
NAME: Jack Smedley 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 40-year-
old male, a teacher at the Naval 
Technical School in Valetta. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: It was a hot summer 
day. 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, July 22, 
1956 
TIME: 16h20 
 
NARRATIVE: Jack Smedley was 
swimming with a former student, Mr. 
Tony Grech (now a resident of 
Zejtun). The pair were swimming 
leisurely, chatting and changed 
strokes from time to time, and 
heading to the Il-Munxar headland. 
 
“When we were halfway across the 
bay I bumped into Mr. Smedley,” 
said Mr. Grech. “We were swimming 
very close to ach other. I had turned 
over was doing the side stroke. I 
couldn’t have been more than five 
feet away from Mr. Smedley when suddenly he shouted: ‘Look out!’.”  
 
I”I turned around to look at him and Mr Smedley had disappeared under the water. The next 
thing I felt was being butted in the chest and being pushed violently out of the sea. 
Underneath me was a large black fish. I put both hands on its back and it felt like the back 
of a wet horse. I was pushed out of the way. When Mr Smedley reappeared he was on the 
other side of me. He was doubled up as if in pain and his face was contorted. He said ‘Help 
me’ twice and then sank again.”  
 
Mr Grech said that when Mr. Smedley when down it was as if he was sucked down by a 
whirlpool, after which a pool of blood formed on the surface. When he failed to reappear, 
and Tony was alone in the sea, he made for shore as fast as possible.  
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Tony Grech (photographed in 1996) 



 
“When I got into shallow water, I 
slowed down. People on the shore 
who had seen the struggle as if Mr 
Smedly had downed,” he said that 
he had. Mr Grech sent them to 
report the matter to the police, and 
then went back to the spot in a 
motor boat but found no trace of 
Mr. Smedley  or the fish. 
 
INJURY: Fatal.  
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Mr Grech 
described the fish as “black, but 
when it turned over its belly was a 
grayish white. It had a large fin and 
tail which was seen by onlookers 
on the shore.” It was thought the 
attack involved a white shark about 
five metres in length. 
 
SOURCES: Alfred Xuereb, Malta White Shark Attack File; Victor M. Coppleson (1958), 
Shark Attack, page 261; Sharks and Survival (1963), page 529; Squali Del Mediterraneo 
(1989) 
 
CASE INVESTIGATORS: Alex Buttigieg, Alfred Xuereb & Chris Moore, Global Shark 
Accident File 

Il-Munxar headland  
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St Thomas Bay 



The Sunday Times of Malta, July 22, 1956, front page 
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The Times Of Malta 
Monday July 23, 1956 
Page 7 

The Times Of Malta  
Tuesday July 24, 1956 

Page 9 Page 10 
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The Times Of Malta  
Thursday July 26, 1956, 

Page 7 

The Sunday Times of Malta, July 29, 1956, Page 9 
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The Times Of Malta 
Monday July 30, 1956 
Page 7 

The Times Of Malta 
Wednesday August 1, 1956 

Article #1, Page 8 
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The Times Of Malta 
Wednesday August 1, 1956  
Article #2, Page 13  

The Times Of Malta 
Wednesday August 1, 1956 
Article #3, Page 9  

The Times Of Malta 
Wednesday August 1, 
1956. Article #4, Page 16  
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The Times Of Malta 
Thursday August 2, 1956 
 

Article #1, Page 7 

Article #2, Page 11 

The Times Of Malta 
Friday August 3, 1956  
Page 15  

The Times Of Malta 
Saturday August 4, 1956 

Article #1, Page 6 
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The Times Of Malta 
Saturday August 4, 1956, #2, Page 11 Sunday Times Of Malta 

August 5, 1956, Page 9  

The Times Of Malta 
Monday August 6, 1956, Page 7  
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The Times Of Malta 
Wednesday August 8,1956, Page 15  

The Times Of Malta 
Saturday August 11, 1956, Page 7 

The Times Of Malta 
Saturday  August 11, 1956, Page 11  
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The Times Of Malta 
Wednesday August 15, 1956, Page 13  
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The Times Of Malta 
August 15, 1956, Page 14  
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Times Of Malta 
Monday August 28, 1956 

Page 12  
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The mysterious disappearance of Jack Smedley 
 

by Charles Mizzi - tamalta@maltanet.net 
di-ve -- 27 May 2008 -- 10:35CEST 
 
Charles Mizzi investigates this real life  
It all happened at a point in time when the cold war 
was turning into a boiling hot caldarium. The main 
players of these dangerous war games were the 
United States, aided by the British, and the Soviet 
Union, aided by most European eastern 
countries... The playing field was the 
Mediterranean Sea. 
 
In 1956, two British naval officers disappeared in 
mysterious circumstances, one in the murky 
waters of Portsmouth bay and the other at St 
Thomas Bay, a sheltered picturesque small bay in 
the south of Malta. Nobody had reasons to link the two disappearances until now! 
 
Officially, the disappearance of Jack Smedley, a retired naval officer and a teacher, was 
described as a rare unfortunate shark attack in Maltese waters. The sudden disappearance of 
Commander Lionel ‘Buster’ Crabb at Portsmouth Harbour was described by the Admiralty as a 
drowning accident. Both bodies disappeared without trace. 

His face was twisted with pain, his eyes closed and he had a clinched fist. Within seconds he 

vanished and I never saw him again  Tony Grech 
Months later, a headless torso was found in a remote bay off Portsmouth, and was officially 
identified as that of Cdr Crabb, an RN expert diver. In Malta no remains of Jack Smedley were 
ever found. An intensive search by Royal Navy frogmen within hours of his disappearance 
provided no clues. The shallow bay was scanned several times by experienced Navy frogmen. 
Not a shred of evidence was ever found. 
 
Jack Smedley’s death was widely accepted to be a rare tragic shark attack. But this took an 
unusual twist recently when a Russian retired frogman, Eduard Koltsov, admitted on Russian TV 
that he had killed Commander Crab by slitting his throat, when he caught him spying under his 
Soviet ship “Ordzhonikidze” in Portsmouth in 1956. 
 
Commander Crabb had been in Malta for several months before his death, working as a diver, 
clearing unexploded bombs from sunken ships in Maltese harbours. He was awarded by the 
Royal Navy for his dangerous work. 
 
Smedley was also in Malta with the British Navy at that time, although there is no evidence they 
ever met. On his retirement, he ended up as one of the most popular teachers at the Admiralty 
Naval School in Senglea. 
 
Jack lived in a modest apartment with his wife at the seaside resort of Marsascala. They kept a 
low profile. Jack was smart, witty and a good listener. He became popular with his Marsascala 
neighbours and Maltese students. 
 
From the balcony, across the span of water to the horizon, he could observe (and perhaps listen) 
to all the chattering on naval ships anchored at Hurd’s Bank, just 12 miles off the Maltese south 
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coastline. 
 
Soviet warships and Soviet spy ships, converted as trawlers, usually anchored at the shallow 
waters of Hurd’s Bank, just outside Malta’s territorial waters. The Soviets were monitoring and 
listening to the top secret activities at the NATO headquarters in Floriana and British ships in the 
Valletta Grand Harbour. The Soviets become quite irritated when they found out that somebody 
was also listening in on them. 
 
July 20, 1956 was a long hot summer day in Malta. That afternoon Jack was swimming with a 
young Maltese apprentice, Tony Grech, a dockyard apprentice and one of his students. “We met 
by chance at St. Thomas Bay and Jack asked me if it was okay to swim with me to the other side 
of the bay, to a point called il-Munxar” recalls Tony. 
 
Casually, they swam up to the middle of the bay, heading to the other side. Suddenly, Tony 
heard Smedley shouting “Look Out”. Within a split second, the Englishman was sucked down and 
disappeared underwater. Bewildered and confused Tony kept looking around when Smedley  
re-appeared to the surface shouting “Help me… Help me”. 
 
“His face was twisted with pain, his eyes closed and he had a clinched fist. Within seconds he 
vanished and I never saw him again” says Tony. Up to this very day, Tony insists that he felt 
something huge and slippery under his feet “like the dark blue back of a wet huge horse”. Things 
happened so fast that he never identified the ‘monster’ that attacked Smedley. 
 
Tony believes that he had a glance of a huge shark fin but could not explain why the shark 
devoured Smedley and did not even touch him when it came so near. Usually sharks, especially 
Great Whites, attack whoever is at their mercy. 
 
Not everybody believed the shark story. 
 
A person who argued quite openly that 
Smedley was killed by underwater secret 
agents was none other than the Maltese 
Prime Minister at that time, Dom Mintoff. He 
said quite frankly that Smedley might have 
been an undercover professional spy, 
attacked by divers from a mini sub off Munxar 
cliffs. 
 
Lino Psaila from Zejtun, a seasoned 
fisherman and a marine writer, dismisses this 
theory as mere speculation. Some days after 
the tragedy, Marsaxlokk fishermen hooked a 
huge shark some miles off Malta, probably a 
Great White. When they opened its stomach, 
they found traces of human remains. As they 
did not want to get involved in time wasting 
enquiries, they cut the hooks and let it sink 
down into the abyss. 
 
A huge shark had also been seen some days before the tragedy by a fisherman from St Thomas 
Bay. “I saw a huge fish today coming out of the bay and I believe somebody could get hurt,” he 
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Jack Smedley and his wife, Gladys 

 



exclaimed to other fisherman. 
 
Lino’s theory is that the shark was injured and came close to the bay 
hunting for food. That explains a piece of skin that Tony found on his 
arm. “Unfortunately, Tony took it off and threw it in the sea. That piece 
of skin would have been examined in a laboratory and solved the whole 
mystery”, says Lino. 
 
Since Smedley was a naval officer, the investigation about his 
disappearance was secretly conducted by the British Navy in Malta. 
Tony Grech was interrogated by an admiral who assured him that he 
was cleared of any involvement or suspicion in the tragedy. The 
Maltese authorities were simply observers in this drama. 
 
Soon after the tragedy, persistent rumours circulated amongst the local 
population that the British teacher was not attacked by a shark but was 
killed by mysterious forces. 
 
The rumour was snuffed out by the pro British Maltese press at that time. Smedley’s wife left 
Malta a broken woman and died soon after. Their apartment in Marsascala remained vacant all 
summer. There was no journalistic investigation. The tragedy that shocked Malta and kept the 
Maltese out from the sea all summer disappeared with the passing of time. 
 
And then, out of the blue, the story that Cdr Crabb was murdered hundreds of miles away from 
Malta jogged many memories and raised questions once again about what might really have 
happened in Malta over 50 years ago. 
 
Today, only a derelict monument remains. It was erected in Smedley’s memory by the 
Marsascala Local Council and many of his ex-students.  
 
 http://www.di-ve.com/Default.aspx?ID=72&Action=1&NewsID=51674&newscategory=197 
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Tony Grech  


