
ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE: GSAF 1990.08.28 

DATE: Tuesday August 28, 1990 

LOCATION: Trinidad Head, north of Eureka in far 
northwestern California, USA.  
41 03.5'N; 124 09.0'W 

 

NAME: Rodney Swan 
DESCRIPTION: He was a 22-year-old male, 5'8", 
weighing 158 lbsm and was wearing a black full 
wetsuit. 
SURFBOARD: A two-metre orange and white trifin 
surfboard. The under-surface was white with black 
fins. 
 
BACKGROUND 

WEATHER: It was a foggy day. The sky was 
overcast, with an air temperature of about 18º C 
and a northerly breeze causing a light chop across 
the small groundswells.  
MOON PHASE: First Quarter, 52% of the moon was illuminated. New Moon 5 September 
1990 

SEA CONDITIONS: The sea temperature was 14º C and visibility was two to three metres. 
ENVIRONMENT: The ocean floor was sandy with a few scattered sandbars and no visible 
kelp canopies present in the immediate area. Several pinnipeds basked on nearby rocks and 
barked from time to time, but displayed no unusual behavior.  
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 30 m from shore, adjacent to the north corner of Trinidad Head.  
DEPTH OF WATER: The water was 1 to 2 fm deep. 
TIME: 16h50 
 
NARRATIVE: Rodney Swan had been in the water for 70 minutes. He was sitting on his 
surfboard just off a rocky headland where several pinnipeds were basking near the water's 

edge; no pinnipeds were observed 
in the water. The waves were 
forming poorly for surfing purposes, 
causing several o f  Swan's 
companions to go ashore in 
frustration.  
 
The quiet of late afternoon was 
shattered suddenly by the sound of 
a tremendous impact. A white shark 
struck Swan's surfboard with such 
force that the wind was knocked out 
of him as he was catapulted 1 to 2 
metres  into the air before plunging 
into the water. Opening his eyes 
underwater, he saw the flank of a 
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large White Shark less than a metre away. The shark was barely visible through the 
foaming, bubbling water. The shark appeared to be five to six metres in length, with a very 
large girth. 
 
Swan recalled, "My heart was just about to rip through my rib cage. The shark must have 
felt it, because it was so close to me I wanted to touch it. I really wanted to touch it. I 
thought, if you're going to take my life, I at least want to touch you. I surfaced in the 
churning, bubbling water and just 
floated, numb and winded, waiting for 
the shark to finish me off. As I floated 
on the surface trying to catch my 
breath, I said several prayers. Time 
was like maple syrup, just moving so 
slowly. I felt like I was in a totally 
different world, like everything had 
stopped, but I was still going." Swan 
caught his breath, climbed on his 
board and paddled to the beach. 
 
INJURY: The shark came from the 
southwest, between the surfer and the 
nearby rocky headland. It struck the 
left underside of the board with its 
snout, leaving a distinct dent. The 
shark then circled around and removed a bite from the right rear of the surfboard, 
simultaneously inflicting a single deep laceration to the surfer's right leg.  
 
FIRST AID: Upon his reaching shore, Swan's companions on the beach assisted him to a 
car and drove him to Mad River Community Hospital in Arcata. 
 
TREATMENT: Upon Swan's admittance to the hospital's emergency room, physician 
Preston Smith examined the patient. Smith cleaned and sutured four individual tooth 
punctures. Prescriptions for antibiotics and painkillers were given to the patient along with 
instructions for follow-up treatment with his family physician. He was expected to make a 
complete and uneventful recovery. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: A white shark, five to six metres in length. 
 
SOURCE: Shark Research Committee, 
http://www.sharkresearchcommittee.com/unprovoked_surfer.htm 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Ralph Collier, 
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