
ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE: GSAF 2001.09.01  
DATE: Saturday September 1, 2001 
LOCATION: The attack took place in the Atlantic 
Ocean at Sandbridge Beach, Virginia Beach, 
Princess Anne County, Virginia, USA.  
36.8°N, 76.1°W  
 
NAME: David Peltier 
PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION: The surfer was a 10-
year-old male. He was 59.5" [151 cm] tall. He lived 
with his mother, Carol Miles, in Glen Allen outside of 
Richmond, VA. Due to enter the fifth grade on 
Tuesday, David and his brothers were spending the Labor Day weekend with their father, 
Richard Peltier, in Virginia Beach.  
SURFBOARD: Richard Peltier was using a nine-foot [2.7 m] longboard.  
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: It was partly cloudy with high cloud cover, and there was a light south-westerly 
breeze. The day was warm; the air temperature was 80ºF [27ºC].  
MOON PHASE: Waxing Gibbeous, 98% of the moon was illuminated. 
SEA CONDITIONS: This year the Gulf Stream is closer to the shore than usual. 
The nearby Little Island fishing pier recorded water temperatures of 74º to 77ºF [23º to 
25ºC]. Water visibility was estimated to be three feet, wave height was approximately one-
foot, a south-to north current was flowing, and salinity at the incident site indicated no 
contamination by fresh water. It was one day before the full moon (spring tides) and the 
attack took place at high tide.   
ENVIRONMENT: Sandbridge Beach is a sandspit enclosing a fresh water area that has no 
outlet to the sea. Houses crowd this area of the coast and the homes opposite the incident 
site are protected by a seawall with steps leading from the beach to the properties. To the 
south, the seawall ends at a public access site (White Cap Road), then there is a narrow 
strip of beach edged by low dunes and scrub. Little Island Fishing Pier juts into the sea 
3/10th of a mile south of the attack site where the Department of Parks & Recreation is 
housed in the former Lifesaving Service Station. On the block adjoining the public access 
area, the first three oceanfront homes to the north are #3688 (the southernmost house), 
#3684 and #3680 Sandfiddler Road. According to witnesses, the attack took place on the 
sandbar directly opposite these homes and the boy was carried ashore between houses 
#3680 and #3684.   
 

Pods of bottlenose dolphins frequent the area. On the day of the attack, five dolphins were 
observed a 600 yards [0.4 km] offshore. According to residents of Sandfiddler Road, that 
wasn’t considered unusual because the area is known for the large pods of dolphins that 
pass along the shore and frequently come within 50 feet of the beach. 
 

Two fishing boats were chumming 500 yards [457 m] off the beach on the day of the attack. 
According to local fishermen, sandbar sharks, sandtiger sharks and hammerheads are 
common in this area, but tiger sharks and bull sharks have also been caught. Smooth 
dogfish and skates were seen on the seafloor at the attack site during an underwater survey 
the following day.  
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On the southern side of the beach access area, caught on scrub vegetation above the high 
tide mark amid beach debris, shark fishing tackle (large steel hook and wire leader) was 
found. What is unusual about the tackle is that the wire leader is not crimped, it is tied.  
According to personnel in the tackle department of nearby Sportsmans’ Den, this indicates 
the tackle was not bought as a unit and it was put together by an experienced angler. They 
also said that such a rig is used locally to catch brown sharks, C. plumbeus. The staff at 
Sportsmans’ Den and Harry’s Army and Navy also thought it unlikely that the fisherman 
discarded the tackle because it is somewhat expensive; it is more likely that it was lost after 
sunset. Indeed, fishing for sharks commonly takes place at dawn, dusk and after sunset.  
The proximity of the shark tackle and its condition is strongly indicative that sharks were 
actively fished in the immediate vicinity of the attack site during the week preceding the 
attack. There were numerous broken remnants of plastic chum buckets near and behind the 
high tide mark on the beach but it was impossible when they had been used or discarded. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 50 yards [45 m], on the seaward side of a sandbar adjacent to 
a channel. 
DEPTH OF WATER: Three to four feet [0.9 to 1.2 m] 
TIME: 18h00 
 
NARRATIVE: Richard Peltier, his sons David and 
Robert, and stepson Josh Sowers, entered the 
water about 14h00 and surfed for four hours. 
Richard was standing on the sandbar. He had just 
removed his surfboard tether and was about to give 
it to David. The two other boys were on their boards 
about 10 feet away. Richard saw the shark 
swimming parallel to the board about a metre away 
and immediately picked David up to put him on the 
board. As he lifted the boy, the shark grabbed the 
back of the boy’s thigh. Richard held onto his son 
with his left arm and attempted to pry the shark’s 
mouth open with his right hand, then pounded on 
the shark’s head and  prodded its eye. Meanwhile, 
the shark continued to methodically swing its head back and forth until it removed a large 
section of tissue from the David’s thigh. As the shark released its grip, Richard placed his 
son on the longboard and quickly pushed it ashore. Robert and Josh had already reached 
the beach and observed the shark following Richard and his son for a distance as they 
made their way to the beach. 
 
INJURY: Dr. Bousch, the medical examiner, described the injury as a primary bite to the 
upper thigh with a slash/raking of the lower abdomen. The bite pattern on the thigh 
contained marks of three rows of teeth from the shark’s lower jaw, an avulsion injury, and 
considerable tissue was removed from the thigh. The femoral artery was severed, resulting 
in significant blood loss.   
 

FIRST AID: Richard Peltier, his own hand bleeding from wounds sustained during the 
rescue, comforted David as lifeguards from a nearby beach raced over to assist. Richard 
remained calm throughout, said witnesses, assuring David that he was going to be OK. Ed 
Brazle, Virginia Beach Department of Emergency Medical Services, reported that a crew 

Undated photograph of  
Richard Peltier and his son, David 
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was dispatched from the Sandbridge Rescue Squad within one minute of the call and 
arrived at the site within six minutes. CPR was started on-site. The Paramedics decided to 
go to Sentara Virginia Beach General Hospital, a Level 2 trauma center. The ambulance 
took 13 minutes to transport the boy from Sandfiddler Road to the hospital, faster than he 
could have reached the hospital via helicopter. 
 
TREATMENT: The boy was initially treated at Sentara Virginia Beach General Hospital. He 
was transferred to the trauma unit at Sentara Norfolk General Hospital, and then moved 
next door to Children’s Hospital of the King’s Daughters. The boy died slightly more than 20 
hours (at 15h45 on September 2) after he was bitten by the shark. Death resulted from 
hypovolemic shock due to the initial massive blood loss. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Initially, witnesses reported the shark was 1.5 to 1.8 m in length and 
that its back “brownish grey to bluish” in color. As result, authorities speculated that a 
sandbar shark, Carcharhinus plumbeus, was involved because that species is known to 
frequent the area of the incident. However, Richard Peltier saw the shark and said that it 
was slightly longer than the longboard. Dr. Bousch’s measurements of the wound indicated 
that the shark’s jaws were about 25 centimetres wide. Richard Peltier subsequently 
identified the shark as a bull shark, Carcharhinus leucas, approximately 9'4" [2.9 m] total 
length.  
 
COMMENT: Fishing for sharks close to a recreational beach puts swimmers at risk and 
should not be allowed. 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Marie Levine, GSAF 
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