
ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE: GSAF 1971.03. 30 
DATE: Tuesday March 30, 1971 
LOCATION: The incident took 
place at St. Clair, Dunedin, South 
Island, New Zealand. 
 
NAME: Barry Watkins 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 16-
year-old male from Bayfield High 
School. He was 5'5" tall, weighed 
70 kilograms, and was clad in an 
old one-piece ski-suit which he 
described as “bright red”. He was 
not wearing any jewelry when he 
was bitten by the shark. 
SURFBOARD: A six-foot single-fin fiberglass board. The upper surface was white, the 
under surface was yellow and the fin was black.   
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The sky was grey and murky with “half-broken” cloud cover. The air 
temperature was typical for March - “pretty cold”. Watkins estimates that it was about 11ºC. 
The was a slight offshore (northwesterly) breeze and it was a misty, foggy morning. 
MOON PHASE: New Moon, March 27, 1971 
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NARRATIVE: Barry Watkins and a friend, Ian Anderson, played truant to go for a mid-
morning surf. About eight to 10 people were in the water. Two surfers, Ewan McDougall and 
Dave Crooks, were five to 10 metres from Watkins when the shark came from behind and bit 
the top of his left leg. “The power of it — I thought someone must have taken a boat out and 
they had run into me. That impact just picked me out of the water. It was incredible,” said 
Watkins. “It had its teeth in my leg but I did not feel any pain. The shark released my leg and 
swam some distance around me in a semi-circle.” 
 

“I thought, ‘That’s it, I’m in some pretty serious trouble here’. The next two times it came in 
on the attack, it bit my surfboard and in one of the attacks it bit the board in two,” said 
Watkins. 
 

“I was hanging onto the board when it bit the board at the tail-end end near the board’s fin,” 
he said. The shark came again, thrashing its head on to the board just centimetres from 
Watkins’ face. They stared at each other, just centimetres from Watkins’ face, for a few 
“unreal” seconds, before the shark grabbed the back of the board and thrashed its head 
from side-to-side, apparently trying to shake Watkins off the board.  
 

Ewan McDougall, a 22-year-old political science lecturer from the 
University of Otago, was nearest to Watkins when the incident 
took place. “I heard screams and looked to see Barry trying to 
push a big white pointer off him and his board.” said McDougall, “It 
seemed to be trying to jump on Watkin’s surfboard; its dorsal was 
about two feet out of the water”. McDougall described the shark’s 
behavior as “frenzied” and directed at the rear of the surfboard. 
The board snapped in two, leaving Watkins clinging to “a piece of 
fibreglass that didn’t look big enough to help me as the shark 
circled.” McDougall and Crooks started to swim towards Watkins 
to try and help him.  
 

“Then the shark flopped back in the water and headed straight for 
me,” said McDougall. “The shark came 10 yards towards me. I 
turned and paddled as fast as I could to the beach, fearing for my 
life.” At that moment, a wave rose and carried the injured surfer to 
the beach. Alistair Moore, who had been watching from the shore, 
rushed into the water and helped pull Watkins ashore. 
 

INJURY: The surfer’s left leg was bitten to the femur. 
 
DAMAGE TO SURFBOARD: The surfboard was in broken in two. 
One section had a hole five inches in diameter and one inch deep 
on the underside near the fin where the shark gripped with it with 
its teeth while trying to toss Barry off. The underside of the tail 
section of the broken board exhibits two rows of teeth-marks: one 
row is 17 inches long and the other is 16 inches. The deeper teeth 
marks punctured the board to a depth of about one inch. 
McDougall reports that tooth fragments of the shark were 
recovered and may be in the Otago Museum. 

 



Otago Daily Times, March 31, 1971 

The board was subsequently sent to a marine laboratory in San Diego for examination. 
Afterwards, Watkins donated to the Otago Museum in Dunedin where it is on display.  
 

“Funny thing was, straight afterwards I was more worried about losing a board that cost me 
$80,” said Watkins. “It took me three weeks of my Christmas holidays cleaning windows to 
pay for my surfboard.” 
 

FIRST AID: Moore carried Watkins on his shoulder up to a bench on the Esplanade, where 
McDougall applied a beach towel as a tourniquet to the upper part of the surfer’s bleeding 
leg. By keeping the left leg elevated and tightening the towel they managed to stem the flow 
of blood until the ambulance arrived  
 
TREATMENT: The injured surfer was transported by ambulance to Dunedin Hospital, 
where he was treated by Dr. Public and the injury to his left leg was repaired with 90 
stitches. After treatment, he was allowed to go home. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: The incident involved a 15-foot 
white shark. Watkins didn’t see the shark before it bit 
him, but somebody on shore on high ground witnessed 
it circling him, drawing closer and closer. This person 
(identity unknown) called the police before the actual 
attack. 
 
SOURCES: Interviews with Barry Watkins, Dave 
Crooks and Ewan McDougall 
Otago Daily Times; March 31, 1971, Front page  
Otago Daily Times; March 31, 2005; Front page  
Otago Daily Times, January 18, 2011 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Richard D. Weeks, GSAF 
 
NOTE: In 1970, shark nets were installed at St. Kilda, 
St. Clair and Brighton at a cost of $30,000. 100m in 
length and 8m deep, sharks could swim under and 
around them, and many of the sharks caught in the 
nets were swimming away from the beach. 

A tourniquet is adjusted on the leg of 
16-year-old Barry Watkins. Constable 
L. B. Scott (right) holds a towel off his 
blood-stained leg, watched by 
C o n s t a b l e  J .  G u l l i v e r  ( l e f t 
background). Barry, well wrapped in 
an eiderdown, is stretched out on a 
seat on the St Clair Esplanade before 
being rushed to Dunedin Hospital.  
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Barry Watkins - 2005 
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NOTE: The Otago Daily Times of March 
31, 2005 ran an interview with Mr. 
Watkins, 34 years after the accident.  
 
He said he had since learned a lot about 
sharks and cage-dived with them and 
Rodney Fox in Australia.  
 
Surfing is still a passion he enjoys off the 
North Island’s west coast and he has 
surfed again at St Clair but never on the 
anniversary of his attack. In the interview 
he said, “Just standing here right now, 
looking at the waves, and seeing how 
ironical it is that everything, the sea, the 
sky, looks the same as it did back then, I 
just get butterflies in my stomach,” Mr 
Watkins said. “That shark would be a 
bunch of old bones by now, but I’ve still 
got the heebie-jeebies. Nah, I don’t think 
today is the day. Maybe in a few years 
time.” 

© Global Shark Accident File, 2005. All rights reserved. This report may not be abridged or 
reproduced in any form without written permission of the Global Shark Accident File. 


