
ACTIVITY: Free diving  
CASE: GSAF 1961.05.21 
DATE: Sunday May 21, 1961 
LOCATION: The incident took place 150 metres south 
of Tomales Bluff at Tomales Point, Marin County, 
California, USA.   
38º14.4'N, 122º59.6'W 
 
NAME: Rodney Orr 
DESCRIPTION: A 20-year-old male wearing a black 
neoprene wetsuit, mask, hood, boots and swim fins. 
 
BACKGROUND: 
WEATHER: The sky was overcast and the air 
temperature was “in the mid-50s” [about 13ºC] 
SEA CONDITIONS: The water temperature was “in 
the mid-50s], and there was a one- to two-metre swell. 
Underwater visibility was about 10 metres and the tide 
was incoming. 
ENVIRONMENT: The ocean floor topography consisted of sand, merging into a rocky reef, 
with some short kelp plants scattered throughout. Orr saw no pinnipeds in the dive area. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 50 metres 
DEPTH OF WATER: Five fathoms 
TIME: Between 08h00 and 09h00 
 
NARRATIVE: Rodney Orr was hunting for abalone and had been in the water about 10 
minutes. He was on the bottom, trying to pry an abalone from a rock. An unusual feeling 
swept over him and he looked up to see a large form approaching him at the edge of 
visibility, about eight metres away. Within a second or two he recognized the outline of a 
white shark. Instinctively, he looked for somewhere to hide. He swam toward a nearby rock 
in hopes of avoiding the shark. Before he could reach the shelter of the rock, the shark was 
upon him. Orr raised his arm, deflecting the shark’s open mouth away from his chest. The 
shark grabbed the diver at his hip, biting into the weight belt and hooking a portion of his 
wetsuit. Orr began gouging the shark’s eye, whereupon it released its grip and swam off. 
The diver headed for the surface and the safety of his dive boat. As the diver swam 
frantically towards his boat, the shark surfaced and began circling him methodically. A 
couple were fishing nearby and Orr heard one of them yell, “It’s a shark. It’s going to eat 
him.” A companion in his boat pulled Orr to safety before the shark could strike again. 
 
INJURY: No injury 
 
DAMAGE TO EQUIPMENT: Once on board, the diver determined that the shark had torn 
his wetsuit and partially cut through the weight belt.  
 
SPECIES: A white shark, Carcharodon carcharias, three to four metres in length. 
 
NOTE: The uninjured diver repaired the damage to his wetsuit, and within an hour was back 
in the water hunting abalone. However, three months later Orr would be seriously injured in 
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a second encounter with a white shark. 
 
SOURCE: Interviews with Rodney Orr 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Ralph Collier 
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