
ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE: GSAF 2009.08.06 
DATE: Thursday August 6, 2009 
LOCATION: The incident took place in the 
Pacific Ocean off Kawa'a in the Ka'u District, 
Hawaii, USA. 
 
NAME: Dylan Winter Crawford 
 
BACKGROUND 
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea surface was flat 
calm and the water was murky. 
ENVIRONMENT: There were two large turtles 
in the water 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 50 yards 
DEPTH OF WATER: Six to eight feet 
TIME: 08h45 
 
NARRATIVE: “I felt power, then I was in the water off of my board. Uncomfortably confused, 
I realized that I had been thrown from my board, and was in the water next to a very large 
animal. 
 
“On the night of Aug. 5, I met up with some friends at Namakani Paio Cabins in the 
Volcanoes National Park. We planned to celebrate a friend's graduation that night, then 
get up early and head down to Kawa'a Beach. From the cabins, Kawa'a is about a half-
hour down the slopes of Mauna Loa in the Kau District. My friend, Phil, and I were the first 
up and wasted no time in getting to Kawa'a, an uncrowded spot and the Heiau on the point 
may have something to do with that. This was an area that has seen its fair share of 
human sacrifice. 
 
“By now all the boys were surfing and even a couple of body surfers paddled out into the 
black-sand beach break. I found my groove quickly, picking off a few good ones and 
wondering why I had waited so long to surf this place, as all my other sessions had been 
on the bodyboard. For the next half hour, about eight of us, including two bodysurfers, 
were sharing a fun session and all was well. The glassy morning window began to shut 
before it had fully opened. 
 
“Over the span of the next 10 minutes everyone went in but Phil and myself. The waves 
just stopped completely and the wind was up and onshore. Time to go in, but where had 
the waves gone? We began joking about having to paddle in because it was so flat. I 
asked Phil to summon us a set, and then did my best wave call, but nothing came in. 
Nothing I was expecting anyway. This is when I felt power from underneath and was 
thrown off of my board. Phil was yelling shark, as we were only about five feet from each 
other. He was right, the black stripes were unmistakable. There was a tiger shark in our 
midst, and I was practically on its back. 
 
“I was in awe, not afraid as the mighty fish submerged and the displacement of water 

Dylan Winter Crawford shows off his surfboard 
that was bitten by a tiger shark.   
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sucked me toward it. I put my feet in front of me and with a kick of its tail in my direction, I 
kicked off of it and its skin felt more plastic, like an ahi, and not like sandpaper. 
 
“As the shark swam away from me I felt hopeful. I watched its tail go from three feet out of 
the water to completely submerged. As I turned to swim for my board, Phil was asking me 
if I was bit, but I didn't think so. As I reached for my board, I began to feel very vulnerable. 
I kicked at the murky water knowing that losing a leg was still not completely out of the 
question. Phil was on the move and I did my best to keep up. There were no waves to 
help us out. 
 
“About halfway to shore I looked down and noticed a large bite mark in my board. After 
100 feet of flat-water paddling and about 40 feet from shore a small wave came to our 
aid. It pushed us gently onto the rocks and boulders. Upon exiting the water, the jubilation 
and adrenaline became overwhelming. All that we could do was scream and yell. I had 
just come face-to-face with the most fierce of predators and wasn't even scratched. The 
bite was perfectly timed and placed to leave me unscathed. I walked the bay in search of 
my missing piece of board. I didn't find it. I think the shark had swallowed it. Before 
leaving the beach, we snapped some photos of the crew that was there that morning and 
the shark-bitten board. On the way back up the hill, we stopped in Pahala for a cold one 
to start calming the nerves. 
 
“Looking back on this event, I have to say that I am extremely lucky. If that shark bit 
anywhere else on the board, I would have got it. Luckily, I was paddling at the moment of 
the strike. If it had struck the right-side nose of the board at a different moment, I would 
have lost a forearm. 
 
“The water at Kawa'a is murky due to the black sand that is constantly churned up by the 
wind and waves. The presence of two large turtles in the water that morning leads me to 
believe that this was a case of mistaken identity. The bite mark on the nose of the board 
suggests a kill shot to what was thought to be a turtle or possibly a seal's head. It seems 
that when the shark realized that it had made a mistake, it was willing to except that, and 
it swam off and let me be. 
 
“So how big was the shark you might ask? At first Phil and I had thought that the shark 
looked hungry as it was large but sleek. Neither one of us got a good look at the head. I 
was seeing only its back half and fins. I brought the board to Dr. Jayson Turner at the 
University of Hawai'i at Hilo's Marine Biology Department. He measured the bite mark at 
33 centimeters, and it lined up perfectly with his tiger shark jaw mold that came from a 
full-grown adult estimated to be at least 12 feet in length. 
 
“I have been researching shark behaviors and attacks in Hawai'i since then and let me tell 
you, over the years these creatures have made their presence known. I have surfed once 
since the incident, but the more I learn, the more I realize that I was unwilling to accept 
the truth about sharks before this incident. The truth is that it can happen to you. It's not 
always the other guy or gal who can get unlucky. The truth is that it is often a case of 
mistaken identity. However, many attacks have occurred in clean, clear water where 
visibility was not an issue. Shark attacks have been reported during every month of the 
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year with April recording twice as many in Hawai'i than the average month. 
“I just can't imagine playing Russian-Roulette with these animals anymore. Life is too 
precious and too fragile. Thanks to my astonishing luck, I will be able to meet my son who 
is scheduled to be born on the winter solstice. When the time comes, I will teach him how 
to surf.” 

 
INJURY: The surfer was not injured but the nose of his board was bitten by the shark. 
 
SPECIES: The incident involved a tiger shark. Dr. Jayson Turner at the University of 
Hawai'i at Hilo's Marine Biology Department examined the bite marks on the board. They 
measured 33 centimeters which matched his mold of the jaw of a tiger shark 12 feet in 
length. 
 
SOURCE: Big Island Weekly, August 19, 2009; 
http://www.bigislandweekly.com/articles/2009/08/19/read/lifestyle/lifestyle01.txt 
 

Crawford and friends go back to the scene and Dylan holds his damaged board. - Courtesy Photos  
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