
ACTIVITY: Body-surfing 
CASE: GSAF 1966.01.09 / SA-0188 
DATE: Sunday January 9, 1966 
LOCATION: The incident occurred in the Indian Ocean south of the swimming pool at the 
Umkomaas River mouth, 45 kilometres southwest of Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa.  
The area did not have shark nets; the closest netted area was 9,6 kilometres away, at 
Scottburgh.  
30°11,9'S, 30°48,1'E 
 
NAME: Dennis Vorster 
DESCRIPTION:  He was a 15-year-old male, 1,72 metres tall and weighed 70 kilograms. 
He wore red and white striped swimming trunks and had no injuries before the attack. He 
was a volunteer life-saver. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER:  The sky was cloudy with a 10-knot easterly breeze. 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, January 7, 1966 
SEA CONDITIONS:  The water was warm, calm and the tide was incoming. The water was 
clear; visibility was about four metres. The attack took place at backline near the edge of a 
channel. 
ENVIRONMENT: No dolphins were seen and no unusual fish or bird activity was observed. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 45 metres 
DEPTH:  Reports vary: 1,5 to two metres 
TIME: 14h00 
 
NARRATIVE:  Dennis Vorster and four friends (15-year-old Paolo Missio, 15-year-old Peter 
Hamilton, 14-year-old Douglas Larsen and 16-year-old Everett Baker) had been body-
surfing for about 30 minutes. Vorster was slightly seaward of the group when Hamilton saw 
the fin of a shark and shouted a warning.  
 
Vorster turned and saw the shark approaching. At that moment Missio, Larsen and Baker 
caught a wave to shore. Then Vorster was gripped by the shark and dragged beneath the 
surface. “The shark shook my leg while its body was right next to me,” said Vorster. “We 
thrashed about in the water, the shark released me and I surfaced - screaming. I started 
swimming for the beach - my leg felt like a heavy weight - but I managed to swim to within 
two or three metres of the beach without help. I had no feeling at all in my leg; it felt as if I'd 
lost my leg at the knee.” The other boys ran into the shallows to help Vorster and pulled him 
on to the beach. 
 
INJURY: Both sides of Vorster's lower right leg from his ankle to the back of his knee were 
severely lacerated and some calf muscle was removed. The artery was exposed, but intact. 
 
The injuries were confined to the right leg and consisted primarily of two crescent-shaped 
wounds extending from just above the ankle to the calf, a length of 17 to 26 centimetres, 
one on each side of the leg. At the back of the leg the upper ends of these wounds nearly 
met but the lower ends were slightly separated. The skin on the back of the legs between 
these two wounds had several parallel, longitudinal lacerations about ten centimetres apart. 
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On the outer side of the leg below and parallel to the main wound there were four 
lacerations, nine millimetres apart. A few scattered tooth marks were present on the ankle 
and foot. The skin edges were clean-cut. 
 
FIRST AID: Vorster's right leg was bleeding profusely when he was brought ashore but 
Jack Hollard, a Durban Corporation cable layer, tied an emergency tourniquet on the leg 
and the haemorrhage stopped. Hamilton ran to the tea room and phoned for a doctor. The 
doctor arrived five minutes later and administered IV morphia, two packs of plasma, blood, 
ATC, IV Terramycin, 10 CC of calcium gluconate and two CC of antihisan. Afterwards 
Vorster was placed in the back of a police van and taken to the hospital. 
 
TREATMENT:  Vorster underwent a two-hour surgical procedure at G.J. Crookes Hospital 
in Scottburgh (the Provincial Hospital at Renishaw). He was treated by Dr C. Curlewis and 
remained in the hospital two months. Afterwards he was transferred to St Augustine's 
Hospital in Durban for two skin grafts. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Witnesses estimated the shark was 1,8 to 2,4 metres in length. No 
tooth fragments were recovered. D'Aubrey suggested that the incident may have involved a 
1,8-metre Zambesi shark. 
 

CASE INVESTIGATOR: Marie Levine 
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