
ACTIVITY: Spearfishing 
CASE: GSAF 1989.09.17 / SA-377 
DATE: Sunday September 17, 1989 
LOCATION: The incident took place at Smitswinkel Bay, 84 
kilometres from Table Bay in the Western Cape Province, South 
Africa. 34°16'S, 18°28,2'E 
 
NAME: Gerjo van Niekerk 
DESCRIPTION: The diver, a 29-year-old male, is 1,85 metres 
tall and weighs 75 kilograms. He was clad in a two-piece black 
five-millimetre neoprene wetsuit with zip front and hood, black 
silicone face mask, black fins, weight-belt, and wore red and 
white gloves. He was carrying a 1,08-metre black speargun 
attached to a white float (an empty HTH chlorine bottle) with 20 
metres of line. He had no injuries prior to the incident. He is a 
member of the False Bay underwater club and has been diving 
for five years. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The sky was overcast, there was a fresh 20-knot north-westerly breeze, and 
the estimated temperature was 17ºC. 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, September 15, 1989 
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea was green, choppy and cold; estimated water temperature 
was 15ºC. Visibility was ten metres. The incident took place two hours before high tide, two 
days after spring tide. Van Niekerk described the water as “unusually warm for False Bay”. 
ENVIRONMENT: Smitswinkel Bay is edged by steep cliffs rising to a height of 90 metres. 
The name 'Smitswinkel' (the blacksmith's shop) is taken from a pair of rocks, one shaped 
like a bellows, the other like an anvil. Other divers about 300 metres away were shooting 
yellowtail, galjoen, and Roman, and there was a seal on Partridge Point. Several whales 
had been seen in False Bay earlier during the week. Van Niekerk was diving over a sandy 
bottom scattered with kelp-covered rocks. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 200 metres 
DEPTH: 10 metres 
TIME: 14h30 
 
NARRATIVE: Gerjo van Niekerk was diving from shore with three other divers, but they 
parted when they reached the reef between Smitswinkel Bay and Partridge Point. He had 
been in the water about an hour but had shot no fish. He was resting on the surface facing 
shoreward preparing to dive, his gun below him. Suddenly he was struck on the chest with 
considerable force. “The whole episode happened in just a few seconds,” said Van Niekerk. 
“I felt as if I was bashed against a rock by the surf; it was sudden and fierce.” The diver 
never saw what hit him; he was pushed through the water and his speargun was flung from 
his hand. “It was only when I saw the blood in the water that I considered that I might have 
been attacked by a shark, and then I panicked,” said the diver. “I looked around for my gun 
and float, but I didn't see them. With diving knife in hand I swam for the beach and only 
when I reached the shore did I feel safe.” 
 
INJURY: The shark did not close its jaws on the diver. There were two lacerations to his 
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torso: over his sternum there was a laceration 4,5 centimetres in 
length, and between the navel and xiphoid process of the sternum 
there was a second laceration nine centimetres in length. 
 

EQUIPMENT DAMAGE: One of the weights on his belt has a deep 
cut. The widely-spaced tooth impressions of the shark are visible in 
the wetsuit jacket and 'chicken vest' worn underneath. 
 

FIRST AID: Colin Walker and Jeff Spieby were on the beach when 
they saw the disturbance in the water and, thinking that it might be 
caused by a whale, scanned the area with binoculars. They saw the 
diver and, aware that they were witnessing a shark attack, 
immediately phoned for an ambulance. They took the diver to a 
nearby house where they placed a towel beneath the chicken vest, 
allowing the vest to serve as a pressure bandage. “I think my quick 
recovery was due to their efforts,” said Van Niekerk. After a 30-
minute stabilization period the diver was carried up the cliff on a 
stretcher to the waiting ambulance and taken to False Bay Hospital 
in Fish Hoek. The diver began to feel pain for the first time 90 to 
120 minutes after the attack. 
 

TREATMENT: The diver's injuries were sutured at the hospital and 
he was released next day. His wounds did not become septic and 
his recovery was uneventful. 
 

SPECIES INVOLVED: No tooth fragments were seen on X-ray and 
the diver did not see the shark, however, location of the incident 
site, the widely-spaced tooth impressions in the wet suit, together 
with the marks of a heavily-serrated tooth in the lead weight of the 
diver's belt, indicate that a white shark was involved. 
 

NOTE: In an interview with Gerjo van Niekerk immediately 
afterwards, he said this incident had not dampened his enthusiasm 
for diving. “It was a one-in-a-million freak accident,” he said.  
 

Two months later, on November 18th, Van Niekerk was diving 
alone, hunting perlemoen and crayfish at Melkbosstrand, when he 
disappeared. It was believed that he had been taken by a white 
shark. Rescuers recovered his orange float but were unable to find 

his body. A few days later his leg 
washed ashore on the beach. 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Marie Levine 
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