
ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE: GSAF 1981.05.05 / SA-293 
DATE: Tuesday May 5, 1981 
LOCATION: The accident took place in the Indian Ocean at 
Ntlonyane Bay on the Wild Coast. The bay is five kilometres north of 
the Bashee River mouth, 94 kilometres southwest of Port St Johns 
and 142 kilometres northeast of East London, Eastern Cape 
Province, South Africa.  
32°11,4'S, 28°57,2'E. 
 
NAME: Simon J. Hammerton 
DESCRIPTION: The surfer, a 24-year-old male, is 1,88 metres tall 
and weighs 80 kilograms. Fair-haired and tanned, he was wearing a 
five millimetres black neoprene short-sleeved ankle-length wetsuit 
and had a clear leash attached to his right foot. He was a reporter 
with the Zululand Observer. 
SURFBOARD: The board was a 1,7-metre white twinfin surfboard. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The Port St Johns meteorological station recorded temperatures of 18° to 
23°C, and 3,0 millimetres of rain. At 08h00 there was 6/8 cloud cover and no wind, at 14h00 
there was 5/8 cloud cover and a gentle 10-knot southwesterly breeze.  
MOON PHASE: Waxing Crescent with 3% of the moon illuminated. New Moon on 4 May 
1981.  
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea was calm and very clear. It was low tide and there was small 
surf coming through. 
ENVIRONMENT: The Ntlonyane River mouth is usually closed but opens after heavy rains. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE:  25 metres 
DEPTH: 2,5 metres 
TIME: 09h00 
 
NARRATIVE: Simon Hammerton had been surfing for about an hour. He was close to the 
rocks when he was jolted and, in fact, thought he had hit a rock. As he was flung off his 
surfboard, he realised his danger. “I thought, ‘This is it, the end of the line’, but when the 
shark made a second grab at me, my reaction was ‘what the Hell’ and I started screaming 
and kicking and used my board to try to ward off the shark,” said Hammerton. “I don't think it 
was a big one; I saw its head and eyes clearly as it came for me again.” Hammerton 
believed that his violent action in the water and his screams drove the shark away but not 
before it had bitten him twice in separate lunges. “Afterwards, I scrambled on to my board,” 
said Hammerton, “and paddled like mad for the rocks.” 
 
INJURY: The primary bite was on the left calf; the lower jaw teeth punctured the shin and 
the upper jaw teeth sank deep into the calf. The bite was about 250 millimetres in width. 
Puncture marks on the inner side of the leg above the ankle were most likely caused by the 
lower jaw teeth as the leg was pulled forward out of the mouth of the shark, but they might 
have resulted from initial exploratory bites before the primary bite. The attack resulted in 
considerable damage to the nerve, connective tissue and musculature of the leg and, as a 
result, the leg was surgically amputated 70 millimetres below the knee. 
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Further injury was sustained to the upper lateral left thigh where a considerable area - 
approximately 180 millimetres in length and 90 millimetres in width - was ripped open; 
however, this wound was relatively shallow and it was 
surgically repaired. 
 
DAMAGE TO EQUIPMENT:  Series of tooth impressions of 
the shark were evident on the side of the board. 
 
FIRST AID: As Hammerton crawled on to an outcrop of 
rocks, Charlene McKay, who had been in her cottage and 
heard his screams, dashed out to help him. Together with 
two youths she pulled him from the water and tied a towel 
round his thigh to stop the flow of blood. They carried him 
to the holiday camp, put him in panel van and drove 80 
kilometres over gravel roads to Umtata. “I felt very little pain 
initially, but about an hour after the attack, when we were 
halfway to Umtata, the pain hit me,” said Hammerton. He 
was treated for severe shock at Umtata Hospital by Dr J.C. 
H. Elfrink. Later the surfer was transferred to Frere 
Hospital, East London, arriving there by ambulance at 
17h00. 
 
TREATMENT: As the result of the shark-inflicted injuries, 
the surfer's leg was surgically amputated 70 mm below the knee by Dr Berkowitz at Frere 
Hospital on May 5th. Two days later he underwent a second operation during which his leg 
was amputated through the knee joint and on May 14th a skin graft was performed. He 
remained in the hospital for about three weeks. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Walter Pople, Research Officer of the Natal Sharks Board, examined 
Hammerton's injury wrote: “The low arc of the bite and neat edge is characteristic of a tiger 
shark. Likewise the tooth puncture marks on the leg above the ankle are characteristic of the 
squat tiger shark tooth. Subsequent to the attack Hammerton visited the Natal Sharks Board 
headquarters where he was shown sharks awaiting dissection and positively identified a two-
metre tiger shark as being ‘just like the one who got me’”. (Hammerton had seen the head of 
the shark and the tiger shark's head is very distinctive.) Pople concluded, in view of 
Hammerton’s identification and the width of the bite to his calf (250 millimetres), that the 
accident involved tiger shark, Galeocerdo cuvier, about 2,07 metres in length, and weighing 
approximately 130 kilograms. 
 
COMMENT: Pople's report continues, “It is not known why the shark did not complete the 
bite and remove the entire calf muscle. There are two possibilities: 1, The shark may have 
had difficulty biting through the bone; an examination of the bone indicates there were at 
least three attempts to bite through it. (Post mortem scavengings by tiger sharks indicate that 
they prefer to bite flesh away from bones rather than bite into a long bone.) 2, It is possible 
that, having pulled the surfer off the board, the shark was `upset’ by the subsequent reaction 
and aborted the bite.” 
 
CASE INVESTIGATORS: Marie Levine; Walter Pople & Graeme Charter, Natal Sharks 
Board 
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