
ACTIVITY: Surf skiing 
CASE: GSAF 2015.09.04 
DATE: Friday September 4, 2015 
LOCATION: The incident took place at Black Head Beach at Hallidays 
Point, north of Forster which is 300 km (185 miles) north of Sydney, 
New South Wales, Australia. 
 
NAME: David Quinlivan 
DESCRIPTION: A 65-year-old male from Tallwoods, a retired 
firefighter and surf lifesaver, and a member of the Black Head Surf 
Club. He is a legend at Newcastle Surf Club, which he represented for 
years in ironman competitions and surf carnivals, and he won a world masters board rescue 
championship alongside Dennis Holmes, father of Olympic swimmer Thomas Fraser-
Holmes, in the 1990s. 
SURF SKI: White 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The sky was mostly cloudy. At 11h30, YPAD (the airport closest to Forster) 
recorded an air temperature of 55°F, dew point 43°F, humidity 54%, sea level pressure 
30.34 inches and wind direction was SW at 6.9 mph.  
MOON PHASE: Waning Gibbous, 64% of the Moon was illuminated. Last Quarter,  
September 5, 2015.  
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea surface temperature was 65°F with four- to five-foot SE swells. 
ENVIRONMENT: A few days earlier days ago, a dolphin carcass washed up on the shore, 
bearing what appeared to be bite marks, possibly from a shark. The beach has no shark 
nets. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 150 metres 
TIME: 11h30 
 
NARRATIVE: David Quinlivan was the only person in the surf when the shark leapt from 
the water and latched onto his left ankle. “[The shark] just came straight across and took my 
leg clean, never chomped the ski or anything. I reckon I was on the ski with him for about 10 
seconds at least, because he took another adjustment and got [the leg] right into the corner 
of its mouth and then he gave me two almighty shakes. Shook its head side to side and 
then stopped because I said to him ‘Look, go away mate, you are killing me’. He paused, 
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looked at me, then endeavoured to do it again but with the weight shift of the shark, his 
weight was overwhelming and we capsized together. We went below the water together and 
then all of a sudden there was a mass of bubbles, mass of silver and grey where he was 
flicking around in it somewhere and obviously he let me go and I surfaced on the other side 
of the ski.” 
 

Quinlivan got back onto the ski then realized it was upside down. He got back into the water, 
righted the ski and climbed onto it. Lying on his stomach, he began paddling towards shore. 
Aware that an artery had been severed and realizing the length of time it was going to take 
him to reach shore, he said he was prepared to die, but remained calm. “I was telling myself 
‘don't splash, just make the [strokes] long and strong. Make sure it looks like I am in 
charge’.” He made it close to shore using his ski as a surfboard.  
 

Lyndsay Lyons was walking along the beach with her husband when she heard screaming, 
saw Quinlivan trying to paddle in on his board. “The water's full of blood,” said Lyons. 
“Dave's just yelled out ‘white pointer, don't come in’.” Lyons and Thompson and others on 
beach and sprinted five metres into the water to assist Quinlivan to the sand. 
 
INJURY: Severe damage to the left lower calf and left ankle, including his Achilles tendon. 
 
FIRST AID / TREATMENT: Local lifeguards, bystanders and a doctor at the beach provided 
first aid. Due to the remote area of the beach, 4WD ambulances were needed to reach the 
patient and a Westpac rescue helicopter was called. The patient was airlifted at 12h30 by a 
Westpac Rescue Helicopter and transported him to John Hunter Hospital in Newcastle. After 
surgery, he was transferred to the Newcastle Private Hospital and he faces months to years 
of rehabilitation.  
 
SPECIES: The incident involved a white shark two metres in length. “The expert told me at 
about that size it would be a teenager in white shark terms … at that size white sharks 
change from a fish and squid diet ... and are looking for something bigger ... and obviously I 
was the experiment. But he wouldn't have made a mistake that shark, you could just see it. 
He didn't take the bulk, he took something that was a bit smaller … and then the way he 
looked at me, it was like ‘that's a little bit different to what I thought it was’…and then when 
he didn't succeed … ‘that's pretty ordinary’.” Quinliven believes that for those 10 seconds as 
they were atop the ski together, they almost understood each other. “Once I lost the paddles 
I leant back trying to stabilise myself and I was putting all my weight on one side. When [the 
shark] readjusted, I just said ‘don't do that’ because I just saw the jaws clamp again. And 
then when he shook me the first time I said ‘you're bloody killing me’ and then I said ‘haven't 
you had enough’. He looked at me side on, and then shook me again. It must have been 10 
seconds because I said three things to it and it stopped and looked at me. Almost like it was 
sizing me up.” 
 
Seven weeks after the incident, Quinlivan says he can’t wait to get back in the water He has 
no ill-feeling towards the shark that attacked him, and while he favors shark nets, he is 
opposed to a shark cull. 
 
SOURCES: The Sydney Morning Herald, September 4, 2015 
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/shark-attack-at-hallidays-point-on-nsw-coast-20150904-
gjf3gp.html 
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The Australian, September 4, 2015 
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/nation/shark-attack-at-black-head-beach/story-
e6frg6nf-1227512579355?sv=a25afd05a0fa446cb982eac518fb56c2 
 

Daily Mail, September 4, 2015 
www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3221934/Man-bitten-leg-shark-attack-Black-Head-Beach-
NSW.html 
 

The Herald, September 4, 2015 
http://www.theherald.com.au/story/3328752/too-many-sharks-out-there/ 
 

The Sydney Morning Herald, September 5, 2015 
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/woman-who-jumped-into-the-sea-to-save-nsw-shark-attack-
victim-speaks-out-20150905-gjfyye.html 
 

The Sydney Morning Herald, October 24, 2015 
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/shark-attack-victim-dave-quinlivan-opens-up-about-his-near-
death-experience-20151024-gkhivv.html 
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David Quinlivan in his surf lifesaving days. 
Photo: Waide Maguire 


