
ACTIVITY: Playing 
CASE: GSAF 2007.07.18.b 
DATE: Wednesday July 18, 2007 
LOCATION: The incident took place in the 
Atlantic Ocean at North Topsail Beach, 
Onslow County, North Carolina, USA.  
34.5° N 77.5° W  
 
NAME: Matthew Baker 
DESCRIPTION: He is a 14-year-old male, 
five-feet-tall and weighs 85 pounds. He was 
wearing green swim trunks with white flower 
patterns and a leather necklace with a 
leather cross. He had no injuries prior to the 
incident. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: It had stormed earlier in the day, 
and was still raining slightly when Baker and 
his two friends were in the ocean at noon. 
At12h56, Topsail Beach recorded mostly 
cloudy skies and visibility of 10 miles [16.1 
km]. The air temperature was 89.1°F [31.7°C], 
dew point 73.9°F [23.3°C], humidity 61%, sea 
level pressure 30.02 inches [1016.6 hPa], and 
wind direction was West at 13.8 mph [22.2 
km/h]. 
MOON PHASE: First Quarter, July 22, 2007 
SEA CONDITIONS: Sandy Huffman, Baker’s 
guardian, said she believes Tuesday night's 
storms created the murky conditions that 
brought bait fish into the area. The sea 
surface temperature ranged from 82° to 85°F. 
ENVIRONMENT: North Topsail Beach Police 
Chief Casey Fillinger said at least five people 
witnessed the attack after some saw a group 
of three-foot gray sharks approaching Baker 
and his friends in the water. The sharks might 
have been feeding on bait fish during high 
tide, he said. It is possible the sharks were 
feeding on bait fish during high tide, Fillinger 
said.  
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: Less than 50 feet 
DEPTH: Knee-deep 
TIME: 12h15 
 
NARRATIVE: Matthew Baker had been in the 
water for 90 minutes and was walking towards 
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Matthew Baker, 14, describes how he was bitten by 
a shark while swimming with friends at North 
Topsail Beach on Wednesday. Baker spent about 
three and a half hours in the emergency room.  
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shore when some people started yelling to him to get out because they had seen a shark. A 
wave knocked Baker down, so he went to knee-deep water to recover. His two friends 
remained in chest-deep water. “I had just been knocked down by (a) big wave and was 
struggling to get up,” said Baker. “I heard people on a balcony about 50 feet away shouting 
and gesturing, like they were telling people to come back. But I thought maybe they were 
talking to someone they knew. I couldn’t hear what they were saying because of the wind 
and the waves,” Baker said. 
 

The people on the balcony had spotted a group of sharks in the water, and were trying to 
warn swimmers to get out of the water. Before Baker could figure out what the people were 
trying to tell him, he was bitten. 
 

“I felt something grab my right leg and pull me down really hard. I thought it was one of my 
friends,” he said. “Then I saw a gray blob underwater about three feet from me, swimming 
away. I didn’t feel anything at first. I just felt a sting. I thought maybe I stepped on a sharp 
seashell.” 
 

Baker started swimming to shore, and that’s when he 
was able to clearly hear “shark” being shouted, and 
saw people running toward him. 
 
INJURY: Baker sustained two 2-inch gashes and a 
number of puncture wounds to his right calf.  
 
FIRST AID: “Once I got out of the water, the sting from 
the saltwater and the wind made it start to really hurt,” 
Baker said. “I saw a bunch of blood, and I knew to hold 
it to stop it from bleeding. Witnesses called 911, “and I 
wrapped a towel around it,” said Baker. EMS 
responded to the scene and took Baker by ambulance 
to Onslow Memorial Hospital.  
 
TREATMENT: The boy’s injury was sutured at Onslow 
Memorial Hospital, and he was released the same 
afternoon, said hospital nursing manager Pat Stark. A 
subsequent press reported stated he was treated at 
Carteret General Hospital in Morehead City. 
 
COMMENTS: A constellation of factors contributed to the incident: sound, smell and low 
water visibility. The most important environmental factors consisted of 1) the rough water 
surface with its 2) low visibility, 3) the shallowness of the water, 4) close proximity of the site 
location to the fishing pier and 5) the site was down-current from the fishing pier. Probable 
attractants to the site included scents from fish caught near the fishing pier (lost scales, 
feces and stress hormones released into the water), and sounds created by humans. 
 
It is likely that the sharks were swimming around the people for some time, and happened 
to be seen prior to the bite. In shallow water, small sharks often swim immediately below the 
surface and their dorsal surfaces may be exposed in troughs of the waves. 
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The wound was very disorganized and suggested that two bites occurred. If the animal 
homed in on sounds, the initial bite may have been exploratory. The disorganized punctures 
made by the teeth in the lower jaw suggests that the animal kept its jaw open as it 
attempted to move away resulting in a secondary set of teeth impressions; it is very likely 
that the shark was affected by wave action as it attempted to disengage. Matthew 
mentioned that the shark swam off very quickly. 
 
Whenever we interact / work with blacktips they always come in due to sound and the smell 
of the bait but stay away from us for quite some time, before they become overly curious 
and their thresholds are lowered. However the commotion and low visibility may have 
induced a shark to approach closer than usual, and the shark bit as result of stress, fear or 
curiosity. 
 
SPECIES: The shark was no more than five feet in length. The puncture wounds and 
lacerations appear to be made by a carcharinid shark. The description of the shark’s 
behavior, together with the shallowness of the water suggests the incident involved a 
blacktip shark, C. limbatus. 
 
SOURCES: The Charlotte Observer, Thursday, July 19, 2007, http://www.charlotte.com/
breaking_news/story/202771.html; Arelis Hernandez, StarNewsOnline.com, http://
www.wilmingtonstar.com/article/20070719/NEWS/707190426/-1/State; Sarah Newell. 
Hickory Daily Record, July 20, 2007, http://www.hickoryrecord.com/servlet/Satellite?
pagename=HDR/MGArticle/HDR_BasicArticle&c=MGArticle&cid=1173352071749 
 
NOTE: This incident came just a day after and about 45 miles down the coast from where a 
30-year-old woman from Greenville, N.C., sustained bites to her thigh and foot. The woman 
was in waist-deep water near the Tar Landing Villas on Atlantic Beach when she was bitten. 
She was treated at Carteret General Hospital in Morehead City.  
 
CASE INVESTIGATORS: Clay Creswell, Global Shark Accident File; Erich Ritter, Ph.D, 
SAVN.org 
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