
ACTIVITY: Skin diving 
CASE: GSAF 1966.09.27 
DATE: Tuesday September 27, 1966 
LOCATION: The incident took place off 
Broomfield Island (or Broomfield Reef), 
11 miles from Heron Island at the 
southern end of the 2,050-kilometre long 
Great Barrier Reef which lies off 
Queensland, Australia. 
 
NAME: Barry Dawson (see Note) 
DESCRIPTION: He was a male from New South Wales. 
 
BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, September 30, 1966 
SEA CONDITIONS: The average water temperature at Broomfield Island is 22ºC, and 
underwater visibility averages 20 metres. 
DEPTH OF WATER: The depth of water at Broomfield Island ranges from 40 to 55 feet. 
This incident took place at a depth of 50 feet.  
TIME: 16h45 
 
NARRATIVE: Dawson went to Broomfield Island with a friend in a speedboat. He was 
submerged when he saw the shark headed towards him. The shark appeared agitated and 
grabbed his speargun, then bit his shoulder. Jack Green interviewed Dawson who provided 
the following account of the incident: 

 
“We had been swimming in the same locality the previous day in about 50 feet of water. 
There were a lot of fish about and a lot of sharks. I only had my camera at the time and 
managed to obtain a couple of shots of sharks when I ran out of film so I swam back to 
the boat which was about a quarter of a mile away. 
 

“The next day, the day of the attack, Roy, Dick and myself went up to North Reef and on 
the way back I told them of this good spot on the outside of the reef. We stopped the 
boat over the area where I had seen all the fish the previous day. 
 

“I dived in first with Roy behind me and Dick remained in the boat. The water was 
extremely clear with the visibility at about 80 feet. I dived down in about 50 feet of water 
to have a look around and saw a Geographer Cone laying on the bottom. It was dead but 
a perfect specimen so I picked it up in my right hand while I held my gun in my left. 
 

“It was about 4.45 p.m, and as I dived in and picked up the shell I noticed a shark at the 
edge of my visibility range about 80 feet away. Nothing else was visible. No fish, no other 
sharks, where the day before it was teeming with both. 
 

“The next time I noticed the shark, it was now about 50 feet away, circling me in a wide 
arc. It was a bronze whaler about seven feet long; not a big shark but very stocky for this 
particular species. 
 

“I surfaced for air and dived again still clutching my shell and my gun. Now the shark was 
about 30 feet away circling, then it started swimming slowly towards me; not attacking, 
but just swimming slowly as sharks do. 
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“I was slightly above the shark and had my gun held in a defensive position just in case. 
As it came closer, it suddenly spun around and grabbed the gun because it was the 
nearest thing to it. 
 

“At this stage I was concerned but thought ‘you can chew on that for a while’ as I 
retreated to the surface very slowly. 
 

“I was about halfway through my breath now as I watched the shark shaking the gun in 
its mouth. I could see the shark was quite agitated and when I was about 12 feet away 
headed for the top, it saw me, let go of the gun and came straight at me. 
 

“The only thing I could do when I saw it coming at me was to put my arms flat by my side 
to reduce the risk of losing an arm. The shark came over my right side, across my chest 
and fastened onto my left shoulder. It was actually right across me; in fact, I was looking 
directly into its eye as it bit into me. 
 

“It gave a couple of shakes with its head after it took hold of me and then released its 
hold and disappeared. I didn’t feel any pain. When I got to the top I didn’t feel too bad 
but couldn’t see around me because I was in a cloud of blood. 
 

“I felt the hole in the wetsuit with my right hand and the loose flesh inside. I brought my 
left hand up to my face and found I could move it so I knew it wasn’t too bad.” 

 
INJURY: The diver’s left shoulder was lacerated. 
 
FIRST AID / TREATMENT: “They got me into the boat and as they did so, I noticed the 

piece of my suit floating in the water where the shark had spat it out. I reached out and 
scooped it out of the water and later used it to patch up my suit again. 
 

“Dick used his T-shirt to tie around the wound which as about six inches in diameter with 
the whole piece of flesh just hanging by a thread. I was lucky that no arteries had been 
severed; the blood was just oozing, not pumping. It began to sting at this stage but I was 
comfortable and my wetsuit kept me warm. This helped to reduce shock, I feel. 
 

“We had to go back to our camp site on Wilson Island to pick up more petrol to enable 
us to get to Heron Island to catch the boat the mainland the following day. 
 

“We arrived at Heron Island just on dark and I was transferred from our boat to the 
souvenir shop on a mattress in a Jeep. 
 

“Five doctors who happened to be on holiday attended to my wound and administered 
antibiotics so I was well looked after. They cut my wetsuit off me and found that the 
shark had bitten the piece of flesh almost out; the doctors contemplated trying to stitch it 
back again but decided it would not take, and so cut it off. They dressed the wound and I 
was made comfortable for the night. 
 

“The next day I caught the boat to the mainland and then a plane to Sydney where I was 
admitted to the Royal North Shore Hospital and then a skin graft taken from my leg. 
 

“After about seven weeks I was discharged with no complications whatsoever.” 
 

SPECIES INVOLVED: The incident involved a 2.1 metre [7'] bronze whaler shark, identified 
by a tooth embedded in the speargun. According to Dawson, the shark had a fishing hook 
and part of a fishing line caught in its mouth. 
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NOTE: The press report below erroneously reported the diver's name as Barry Davidson. 
 
SOURCES: Barry Dawson interview with Jack Green, pages 50-52; The Cairns Post, 
September 28, 1966. 
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Cairns Post, September 28, 1966 


