
ACTIVITY: Free diving 
CASE: GSAF 2008.04.19.R 
DATE: Reported April 19, 2008 
LOCATION: The incident took place on Aliwal 
Shoal off Umkomaas, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 
 
NAME: Jean-François Avenier (a.k.a. Jifa) 
 
NARRATIVE: The event is described by Jifa: 
“Right back from Umkomaas (well, three days ago) 
where I had the utmost pleasure to dive with Tiger 
sharks, our Wolfgang Leander and his son, Felix, 
(yes, all together!) on Aliwal Shoal, I believe it is my 
duty  to inform members of this group about a 
shark "attack" which oddly  enough came 
unnoticed to 'The Sun'. Which is a shame, even a 
scandal, especially because the victim was no 
other one than me (well, mainly my Nikonos 
camera, but anyway). 
 
“And so, on my very first day of diving, I was the very last one to enter the water after an 
awfully long preparation and checking (and  double-checking and triple-checking) of a 
new mask supposed to protect my right ear-drum, three times perforated over the last 
nine years and thus quite fragile. Because of the necessity of getting used to this mask, I 
had decided to start with free-diving rather than scuba, as initially planned. 
 
“Immediately, I was under the charm of tens and tens of Blacktips (Carcharhinus 
limbatus) graciously "balleting" through a crystal clear (and deliciously lukewarm) water, 
and having not seen sharks "live" since a hell of a long time (for frustrating but 
unavoidable business reasons, I have unfortunately been spending much more time in 
front on my computer screen than underwater these last years). I started to photograph 
them. One shot, then re-arming (for those not in the knowledge, the Nikonos V is a non-
reflex non-digital camera,  and you need to re-arm after each shot), a second shot, then 
re-arming... and impossible to bring the viewfinder to my eye! 
 
“Considering that the camera was probably 30 cm/1 foot from my face, all I could see was 
a wide white stripe above the camera, that I successfully managed to push away with my 
left hand without having to apply a huge strength. The camera was back to its legal 
owner, but the white stripe was still there and I pushed it again, and it disappeared. 
 
“I believe I was smiling around my snorkel as it was reminding me of a young dog 
jumping at a sandwich just before you bring it to your mouth (my old husky was simply 
brilliant at this game when he was a teenager). Somewhere in the very bottom of the 
spongious thing which is my brain, a sensor had registered that, for a Blacktip, the lower 
part of this snout was weirdly not pointed, and amazingly wide. But, as my main concern 
was to get my camera back, it remained some kind of unnoticed by the main unit. 
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“And I went my way, ready to take a 
breath and go down a little bit, when I 
felt a little pricking on my right third 
finger. This time, my brain was fast, as I 
had the time to think "Oh sh.t!" before 
even looking at it. It was bleeding, and 
quite profusely. 
 
“OK, I know that the story of human 
blood attracting sharks is nowadays 
almost unanimously considered as a 
legend, but I decided that I had a slight 
problem with the "almost", that, at this 
very moment, I didn't feel like 
contributing to the dispelling of this 
myth, and that, considering my trip to 
Umkomaas, 36 hours earlier, had ended with an exploded tyre and two hours of waiting 
at night in a quite "touchy" area (some humans are far more dangerous than sharks), my 
private luck tank was possibly in need of a small refilling, and I made it back to the boat. 
 
“Overall duration of this first "dive" : 
probably one minute, and I hadn't seen 
one single Tiger. Thank you Mathilda!  
Mathilda? Of course I had seen a Tiger, 
and really close. It is only when Wolf 
came back on the boat for reloading his 
own Nikonos that I learnt the author of 
this savage aggression was a 4 metre 
female Tiger shark, as he had 
witnessed everything! She was right 
under the surface when I entered the 
water, and I only looked under myself. 
Then she came to me from behind and 
then underneath, so I never saw her 
(but her snout... ). Wolfgang was not 
100% positive, it might also have been Dartboard (a nickname earned through 
numberless taggings), but Mathilda had already stolen two cameras within the previous 
two weeks, so it is quite difficult not to suspect her first. Maybe she decided to start a 
private collection, or she doesn't like to be photographed or filmed? The truth is most 
likely that she's very investigative and is attracted to sun reflections on lenses. 
 
“It finally happened that, despite being quite deep, the cut didn't need any stitches, and I 
was of course back in the water the day after, with a surgical plastic glove under the 
normal underwater one - still this thing about blood. I'm not afraid of sharks, but some old 
ideas are hard to completely chase away, sorry :-). 
 
“It seems I will finally keep a small scar. But I'm afraid it will not be very helpful for my 

Jifa (left) explaining to Wolfgang Leander how to 
fend off a 4-metre tiger shark with a cigarette. 

Mathilda, photograph by Wolfgang Leander 
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macho ego, as nobody will believe that a hardly 1 cm/half an inch one is the result of a 
4M/13ft Tiger shark "bite". 
 
“The truth is of course that I cut myself on a tooth rather than have been bitten, and the 
most amazing point is the gentleness and accuracy of this bite, which was actually an 
investigative mouthing. The slight scratches on my Nikonos body (not on the lens, 
thankfully : a 15 mm is quite expensive!) are extremely superficial, and it is only because 
my hand was on it that it got "bitten". 
 
“I have checked that you don't get a substantial premium when declaring an unprovoked 
shark attack, and I feel too lazy to write to 'The Sun' (pity, because I'm pretty sure they 
would have made me worldwide famous!), so the story of this horrendous shark attack 
will remain between us. 
 
“Last but not least, to all shark interested people : do go and dive in Aliwal Shoal, by all 
means. Free or/and scuba diving, never mind. If you're not already, you will come back in 
love with Tigers. With Blacktips as well, but it's very unfair to them, as they're beautiful 
and not that small sharks (around 2M/7ft) : as soon as you see your first Tiger, you don't 
even notice them anymore!” 
 

INJURY: A one-centimeter deep cut on the third finger of the right hand. 
 
SPECIES : The incident involved a tiger shark, four metres in length. 
 
SOURCE: Jean-François Avenier (a.k.a. Jifa), reported April 19, 2008 
 
NOTE: This is not an “attack”. The shark displayed no aggression; Jifa’s hand simply 
smacked the shark in her mouth, hitting one of her teeth. 
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