
ACTIVITY: Swimming 
CASE: GSAF 1958.07.27.a 
DATE: Sunday July 27, 1958 
LOCATION: The attack took place in 
the Gulf of Mexico on Longboat Key, 
Sarasota, Florida, USA.  
27º20'N, 82º32'W 
 
NAME: Douglas Lawton 
DESCRIPTION: An eight-and-a-half-
year-old male from Miami Beach. He 
was wearing a green face mask and 
swim fins and red and green bathing 
trunks. 
 
BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, July 30, 
1958 
SEA CONDITIONS: The water was murky and the sea temperature was 87ºF. 
ENVIRONMENT: There is a long sandbar about 25 yards from shore running almost the 
entire length of Longboat Key, a distance of nearly eight miles. Four days after the attack, 
the case investigator took a boat along both sides of this sand bar. It was calculated that the 
depth of water over the sandbar at the time of the attack must have been only a few inches 
(low tide on July 27 was at 5:57 p.m). The channel inside the sandbar is about five feet deep 
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at its deepest point, the channel 
leads into deeper water (about 10 
feet) in Long Boat Pass at the north 
end of the Key and leads into New 
Pass (about 15 feet deep) on the 
south end of the Key.  
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 10 feet 
DEPTH OF WATER AT INCIDENT 
SITE: 0.9 metres 
TIME: 16h10 [4:10 p.m.] 
 
NARRATIVE: Douglas Lawton and 
his brother, 12-year-old Robert 
Lawton, were swimming and 
ducking for shells. Their parents, 
aunt and uncle were sitting on the 
beach watching them. No other 
people were in the water. No one 
saw the shark prior to the incident. 
The first sign that Douglas was in 
trouble was when he screamed. 
The boy was pulled off his feet, 
went almost completely underwater, 
and the water turned red. His 
brother grabbed him and held his 
head up. Then the shark was seen 
for the first time, striking Douglas’ 
leg. The four adults rushed into the water and 
started pulling the boy out. The shark still clung to 
the inner surface of the boy’s thigh, its head 
pointing to the boy’s left side and was clearly seen 
by the adults. Douglas tried to dislodge the shark’s 
head with his left hand. His uncle was holding him 
by his shoulders and his father grabbed the shark’s 
tail until it released his son. The shark floundered 
back from the very shallow water adjacent to the 
shore, went into deeper water and swam away. 
 
INJURY: There were three major wounds on the 
patient’s left leg, apparently from three separate 
strikes by the shark. The most severe wound was 
on the thigh; there was a large wound 75 mm wide 
across the middle of the calf; and a wound 26 mm 
wide across the dorsum of the foot. All three 
wounds had jagged edges and along much of the 
edges the marks left by the points of the shark’s 
teeth could be distinguished. In addition, there were 
numerous superficial scratches and individual teeth 
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marks. There were also defense wounds on his left hand; he sustained cuts and scratches 
when he tried to dislodge the shark from his leg. 
The patient’s brother sustained three short scratches on his leg; they were 25 mm apart, the 
same distance as the scratches on the patient’s leg. 
 

FIRST AID: A tourniquet was applied high on the thigh and the boy was rushed to Sarasota 
Memorial Hospital. 
 

TREATMENT: At the hospital, it was decided the leg could not be saved and an amputation 
was performed. 
 

SPECIES INVOLVED: The adults and both boys said the shark was about five feet in 
length, blue-gray in color, slim and streamlined in appearance but with a very blunt snout. 
None of them could recall any markings on the shark’s body. Most of the marks made by 
the shark’s individual teeth show that the shape of the tooth was strongly asymmetrical. The 
tip of each tooth pointed obliquely to one side and had a deep notch on this same side.  
Teeth marks identical to those on the boy’s leg could be duplicated by the teeth of 
preserved jaw of tiger sharks in a block of clay. Our laboratory has a large collection of 
preserved shark’s jaws and the front teeth marks (it is considered unlikely that the 
superficial wounds on the patient’s leg could have been made by side teeth) of other blunt-
headed local species could not be made to resemble the teeth marks of a tiger shark 
though made a various angles. The width between the scratch marks on both boys’ legs 
(25mm) approximately matches the width between the alternate front teeth of a tiger 
between five and six feet long. The alternate teeth of the tiger shark are brought into 
aligning rows as they grow outward. The general description of the eyewitnesses also fits 
that of a young tiger shark. The markings of a tiger shark, mostly on the side of the body, 
could easily have been missed by the witnesses. When a photograph of a dorsal view of a 
seven-foot tiger shark was shown to the boys’ father, aunt and uncle, they all agreed that it 
looked just like the shark that attacked the boy. 
 

COMMENT: The water next to the beach drops quickly from a few inches to three feet. It is 
possible that the shark swam over the sandbar earlier in the day and then found itself 
hemmed in the channel as the tide became lower; or it may have swum into the channel 
from either of the passes at the end of Longboat Key. Douglas Lawton and his brother were 
the only people in the water at the time and the shark swimming within the confines of the 
channel may easily have detected the vibrations made by the boys slapping their swim fins 
at the surface of the water. Douglas Lawton’s feet and ankles were not as deeply tanned as 
the rest of his legs as he usually wore shoes and socks on his feet when playing in the sun. 
It seems possible that the shark, attracted by the vibrations made by the swim fins, saw the 
pale lower portion of the boy’s leg and struck at that point first, causing the large wound on 
the foot. (Douglas Lawton’s left swim fin was lost, presumably during the attack.) the shark 
which bit Frank Mahala on June 24, nine miles south, could conceivably have been the 
same species and possibly the same individual shark, although the latter is considered 
highly doubtful. 
 

CASE INVESTIGATORS: Morris M. Vorenberg; Eugenie Clark, Ph.D. 
 
SOURCE: Fort Pierce News-Tribune, Monday July 28,1958, et. al. 
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