
ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE: GSAF 1977.12.19 / SA-266 
DATE: Monday December 19, 1977 
LOCATION: The attack took place in the Indian Ocean just south of the 
Qolera River mouth on what was then the Transkei coast, 173 
kilometres southwest of Port St Johns and 63 kilometres northeast of 
East London, South Africa.    
32°27'S, 28°40'E 
 
NAME: Kim Pearce 
DESCRIPTION: The surfer was a well-tanned 18-year-old male. He 
was extremely fit; he played for Hilton College's 1st XV rugby team, 
captained the basketball team, and played water polo and cricket.  
SURFBOARD: The deck of the surfboard was orange; the underside was shades of pale 
blue, light green and yellow and the surfboard had an iridescent fin. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The Port St Johns meteorological station recorded temperatures of 22º to 
29ºC, and 3,0 millimetres of rain fell. The previous day the wind was from the south-east, 
but by 08h00 on the day of the incident it had changed to a 10-knot gentle northeasterly 
breeze.  
MOON PHASE: Waxing Gibbous, 69% of the Moon was illuminated. First Quarter, 
December 17, 1977. 
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SEA CONDITIONS: The water was calm and clear, the tide was incoming and it was two 
days after neap tide. Sea temperature was estimated to be 17ºC. 
ENVIRONMENT: The Qolera River region is rich in bird life, however, the river mouth is 
usually closed. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 400 metres 
TIME: 10h00 
 
NARRATIVE: Tommy Nel was riding a 
paddleski alongside Kim Pearce who was 
sitting astride his surfboard. Then Nel lost 
the paddle from his ski and began paddling 
back to the beach with his hands. Moments 
later Pearce felt a tremendous jolt. “I looked 
around and saw the shark coming at a 
terrific speed,” said Pearce, “then the top of 
my surfboard was crushed by the shark's 
jaws”. On the second approach the shark 
bit the fin of the surfboard.  It circled again, 
came in from the left side and seized 
Pearce's legs. The force of the attack lifted 
the surfer out of the water. Then the shark 
released its hold and despite the blood in 
the water swam away with its dorsal fin 
skimming the surface. 
 
“I was conscious, but terrified,” said Pearce. 
“There was a lot of blood in the water 
around me and I was feeling nauseous, 
weak and alone, but during that time I felt no real pain. I managed to cling to my board, 
hoisted myself almost on to it and just thought of getting to the beach. I was scared because 
I had no energy and feared being attacked again while struggling to reach the shore”.  With 
the help of the waves and “some feeble paddling”, after four or five minutes Pearce came 
close to shore. 
 
Pearce's father arrived on the beach and saw that his son was lying across his board, 
realized that something had happened. Together with some holidaymakers, he managed to 
drag his son ashore. 
 
INJURY: Both legs were severely mauled around the knees. The bite on the right leg was 
approximately 25 centimetres wide. 
 
DAMAGE TO EQUIPMENT: The fin and body of the surfboard were bitten. 
 
FIRST AID: Pearce was placed on his surfboard, covered with a blanket and carried three 
kilometres along the beach to a car, and driven to the hotel at Trennery's.  Dr John Rodwell, 
on vacation from Johannesburg, gave him an injection of morphine. Another Johannesburg 
surgeon, Dr Robarts, set up two portable drips. Trennery's Hotel owner Terry Whitfield 
contacted Harold Nash of Qora Mouth who flew Pearce and his parents to East London in 
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his light aircraft. They were met at the airport by an ambulance and Pearce was taken to 
Frere Hospital. He reached the hospital about three hours after the attack. 
 
TREATMENT: Pearce was treated at Frere Hospital in East London. The right leg had an 
adequate blood supply although there was extensive muscle damage to the thigh. The 
blood supply to the left leg had been impaired. After six hours of surgery, during which an 
artery and vein were constructed from other arterial and venous sources in the leg, he was 
admitted to the intensive care unit. Gangrene developed in his left leg and necessitated 
surgical amputation at mid-thigh on Wednesday December 21, 1977. Despite antibiotic 
therapy his condition deteriorated. The gangrene was eliminated, however, when Pearce 
was given oxygen therapy in a hyperbaric chamber. He spent 17 days in the Intensive Care 
Unit of Frere Hospital, and on January 4, 1978 was flown home to Durban where he was 
admitted to Addington Hospital. He remained there until January 30, 1978 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Based on tooth impressions in the surfboard Natal Sharks Board 
researchers concluded that the attack involved a tiger shark, Galeocerdo cuvier, about 
three metres in length. 
 
COMMENT: A year after the accident Kim Pearce swam the Midmar Mile at Midmar Dam 
near Pietermaritzburg. 
 
CASE INVESTIGATORS: Marie Levine; Walter Pople, Beulah Davies, Graeme Charter, 
Tim Wallett, Natal Sharks Board 
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