
CASE: GSAF 1981.02.19 / SA-292 
ACTIVITY: Swimming 
DATE: Thursday February 19, 1981 
LOCATION: The accident took place in the Indian 
Ocean at Umtentweni, 110 kilometres [68 miles] 
south-west of Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 
This beach was ‘protected’ by shark nets; the net 
installation was set 400 metres [437 yards] offshore 
in 13 metres [43 feet] of water.   
30º42,8'S, 30º27,7'E 
 
NAME: Richard Guy 
PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION: The swimmer, a 30-
year-old male, is 1,84 metres [6'] tall and weighs 65 
kilograms [143 lbs]. He was clad in yellow-striped 
green baggies and wore a blue swim fin on his right 
foot, he had no swim fin on his left foot. He wore no 
jewelry and had no injuries before the incident. Guy 
is a keen fisherman and surfer. 
 
GENERAL BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: It was a cloudy, humid day. At 18h00 
Durban recorded 75% humidity and the barometric 
pressure was 1011,2 millibars. Temperature ranged 
from 22,8º to 26,6ºC [73º to 80ºF] and at 18h00 it 
was 26,4ºC [79.5ºF] and there was a moderate 
south-westerly breeze.  
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, February 19, 1981 
SEA CONDITIONS: The wind caused an inconsistent and unpredictable surf with an 
intermittent backline.  The waves were reforming and breaking on numerous sandbanks in 
the bathing area and creating a one to 1,5-metre shorebreak. Strong sidewashes were 
prevalent on the sandbanks and there was a strong south-to-north current inshore. Water 
visibility was no more than 30 centimetres [12 inches] and the sea temperature at the shark 
nets was 23,5º and 25ºC [74º and 77ºF]. High spring tide in Durban occurred at 16h36. 
CONDITION OF SHARK NETS: The shark nets had been serviced on the morning of the 
accident by the Natal Sharks Board and found to be in good order. Next morning all nets 
were still in good order and no sharks had been caught. 
ENVIRONMENT: There had been heavy rains before the incident and both rivers, the 
Umtentweni River to the north and the Umzimkulu River to the south, were in  flood. As a 
result, considerable quantities of debris had been washed into the sea. Dead fish were in 
the shorebreak and in the undertow at the beach. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 10 metres [33 feet] 
DEPTH OF WATER AT INCIDENT SITE: 1,2 to 1,5 metres [47 to 59 inches] 
TIME: 17h20 (Sunset was at 18h39) 

 
NARRATIVE: Richard Guy was body-surfing at the main bathing beach and had been 
standing on a sandbank before kicking off to catch a body-slide back to shore. As he kicked 
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out he felt a firm grip on his left foot. Guy said he 
felt two bites: there was an initial, tentative bite and 
then, as the shark readjusted its bite and was about 
to clamp down for a second time, he kicked the 
shark off. He felt no pain but when he reached the 
beach he saw that the top of his foot was lacerated. 

 
INJURY: Richard Guy, a scientific illustrator, 
sketched his wounds before they were sutured. The 
left foot was bitten: there were three slashes from 
the tarsal-metatarsal joints between the big and first 
toe and a gash on the side of the foot below the 
little toe. The depth of these incisions was 
estimated to be about a centimetre and both skin 
and muscle tissue had been severed. 
 
FIRST AID: No first aid was given; Guy was taken 
to the hospital in a private car, arriving there 20-25 
minutes after the accident. 
 
TREATMENT: The wounds were repaired under 
local anaesthetic by Dr Jacobs at the Port 
Shepstone Hospital. Fourteen sutures were 
required. 
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SPECIES: It was highly unlikely that the injuries described were caused by a submerged 
object, e.g. reef or debris, and Guy was adamant that he “felt a firm grip” on his foot. From 
the nature of the injuries it would appear that a small shark closed its mouth over Guy's foot 
and that the lacerations were resulted when he sharply withdrew his foot. It seemed evident 
that his injuries were caused by a carcharhinid shark less than 1,5 metres [59 inches] in 
length but it was not possible to positively identify the species of shark involved.  However, 
the separation between the teeth marks on Guy's foot suggests that a small blacktip shark, 
rather than a juvenile dusky shark, C obscurus, was responsible. It is of interest that one 
week later Guy caught a metre-long dusky shark, 250 metres [273 yards] from where he 
was injured. 
 
COMMENT: Richard Guy drew sketches of his wounds before treatment, and a map of the 
incident site. He was subsequently employed by the Natal Sharks Board as a technical 
artist, painted the murals in the Board's theatre complex, and illustrated A Field Guide to 
Sharks, written by Geremy Cliff and Bob Wilson.  

 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Marie Levine 
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