
ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE: GSAF 1968.12.25  
D AT E :  W e d ne s d a y  2 5 
December 1968, Christmas Day  
LOCATION: St. Clair Beach, 
Dunedin, South Island, New 
Zealand. 
 
NAME: Gary Barton 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 17-
year-old male from Victoria 
Road, St. Clair. He was a member of the St. Clair Surf Club and a pupil at Waitaki Boys 
High School 
SURFBOARD: The surfboard was new; Barton had only had it for two weeks. 
 
BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: First Quarter, December 27, 1968 
SEA CONDITIONS: Unknown, however at St Kilda a total of about 50 bathers entered the 
water during the day, and at Brighton there were about 20 swimmers, which suggests sea 
conditions may have been poor.  
ENVIRONMENT:  Asked if sewage discharge from Lawyers Head was attracting the 
sharks, Dr  R. R. Forster said he did not see there was any evidence “either way” to support 
this contention and called for extensive research into the habits of sharks.  
 

Four days before this incident, a 10-foot shark swam under 14-year-old  Stewart Moore’s 
surfboard. The shark warning sign was immediately raised, and St. Kilda beach was warned 
of the shark’s presence.  
 

On December 27, a pod of about 20 dolphins was seen less than 100 yards off-shore by 
members of two surf clubs. The St Clair Surf Life-saving Club’s surf boat was launched 
because they mistook the dolphins for sharks. The dolphins played just outside the breakers 
for half an hour and then moved along to St Kilda where they were seen by the St Kilda Surf 
Life-saving patrol.  
 

Following the Barton incident, a bounty of $2 a foot was offered by a Green Island firm for 
sharks caught off St Clair, St Kilda or Ocean Grove beaches.  The Otago Daily Times of 
January 3, 1969 recorded that the first bounty was paid for a harmless five-foot sand shark 
caught off White Island about 10h15 on January 2, 1969. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 50 yards, in front of the St. Clair Surf Lifesaving Club’s 
clubhouse.  
TIME: 5:45 pm 
 
NARRATIVE: Two other surfers were in the water when the incident took place: Robbie 
Darce, on holiday from Christchurch, and Graeme Carse, of Dunedin. They were about 70 
yards further along the beach, just off the St. Clair baths point.  Gary Barton was isolated 
from them when he saw “something” in the water, and then the  shark struck his board with 
force. “Suddenly I was knocked from the board and left hanging on only by my arms. I 
swung my legs back on to the board and lay there. But then the shark hit me in the face with 
its nose, knocking me off again.  I climbed back on again and started paddling as fast as I 
could for the shore.” 
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Meanwhile, Robbie Darce had seen the end of 
Gary’s board go up in the air, then heard  Gary 
yelling, “Shark, shark!” A witness on the beach 
said there was “just a lot of threshing white 
water” round Gary’s board. The shark headed 
off round the St Clair baths point after the 
attack,” the witness said. 
 
More than 10 minutes passed before a shark 
patrol boat was launched, but no further sighting 
of the shark was made.  “The regular beach 
patrols were off duty at the time of the attack, 
and it took several minutes to muster a crew 
and equip them with life jackets and paddles,” 
said Mr. H. D. Gillies of the St. Clair Surf Life-
Saving Club.  “It also took time to carry the boat 
down the steps onto the beach. Normally when 
there are a large number of swimmers in the 
water the boat is kept on the beach.”  
 
INJURY: The surfer sustained only a grazed 
elbow. 
DAMAGE TO SURFBOARD: There was an 
almost perfect imprint of the shark’s teeth on 
both sides of the fibreglass surfboard, and the 
shark’s teeth also gouged out a five-inch-long 
strip of the board. The teeth marks in the board 
were more than an inch in depth. 
  
SPECIES: None of the people on the beach 
could estimate the length of the shark, 
According to Barton, the incident involved a 
white shark; he described it as being a  “white-
brown colour with a black nose”. 
 
SOURCES: Otago Daily Times,  December 21, 
1968, page 5;  December 26, 1968, front page;  
December 27, 1968, front page; December 28, 
1968, front page; December 30, 1968, front 
page;  December 31, 1968, front page; January 
2, 1969, page 2; January 3,  1969, front page; 
January 6, 1969, page 5 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Richard D. Weeks, 
GSAF 
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Thursday December 26, 1968, page 3 


