
ACTIVITY: Free diving for abalone 
CASE: GSAF 1959.10.04 
DATE: Sunday October 4, 1959 
LOCATION: The incident took place in the Pacific 
Ocean near Bodega Rock at Bodega Bay, Sonoma 
County, California, USA.  
38°17.7'N, 123°02.8'W 
 
NAME: James Hay 
DESCRIPTION: A 30-year-old male. He was 
wearing a new yellow wetsuit. 
 
BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: New Moon, October 2, 1959 
SEA CONDITIONS: Large breakers were pounding 
the rocky shoreline. The water was warmer than 
usual, possibly 15ºC. 
ENVIRONMENT: Bodega Rock is a craggy island 
about 600 metres off Bodega Head. 
DEPTH OF WATER: Three fathoms 
TIME: 15h00 
 
NARRATIVE: James Hay and his partner, Tony Seebook, were off the first reef on the north 
side of the island and had picked up their legal limits of abalone. Hay felt a tremendous 
shake and then a “wiggling motion” and thought that a California sea lion, Zalophus 
californicus, had grabbed his swim fin. “It dragged me down under the water and shook me. 
My mask half filled with water when I saw what looked like a white bathtub. I was within an 
inch of its side, but could see no head or tail. All I could see was a white wall and what 
looked like black lines, each about 18 to 20 inches in length, down the side [gill slits?].” The 
shark shook Hay for about five seconds, then released him and swam away. 
 

Seebook was at the surface when he saw a dorsal fin which he estimated was more than 60 
cm in height.  
 
INJURY: Hay was uninjured, except for a strained ankle. 
 
DAMAGE TO EQUIPMENT: One of Hay’s swim fins had a five-centimeter gash near the 
middle of the fin, with a number of small punctures surrounding it. The large cut clearly 
shoed serrations. 
 
SPECIES: Hay was interviewed by W.I. Follett, curator of ichthyology at the California 
Academy of Sciences on the day after the incident. Based on the diver’s description and the 
spacing between the incisions, it was thought that the incident involved a white shark about 
five metres in length. 
 
SOURCES: Ralph Collier (2003), pages 25-26  
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