
ACTIVITY: Scurfing  
CASE: GSAF 2004.12.16 
DATE: Thursday December 16, 2004 
LOCATION: The incident took place at West Beach about  
six miles from Adelaide’s city centre in South Australia.  
34º55'S, 138º36'E (or 34°9'S 138°5)  
 
NAME: Nick Peterson 
DESCRIPTION: He was an 18-year-old male. 
. 
SURBOARD: A tri-fin surfboard 
SUPPORT BOAT: A 4.5m aluminum runabout 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The sky was clear and cloudless. Air 
temperatures ranged from a high of 86°F to a low of 64°F 
and there was a light (two-mph) north-northeast breeze. 
Visibility was 10 miles, dewpoint 46°F, humidity 49%, the barometer 
was 30.06 inches, and no rain fell.  
MOON PHASE: Waxing Crescent, 28% of Moon was illuminated. 
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea was flat calm. 
ENVIRONMENT: Large white sharks frequent the area: On 
November 27, two men in a boat were nudged by a five-metre white 
shark as they fished 10 kilometres off the shore of St Kilda, north of 
Adelaide. The next day, a shark of the same size menaced two 
fishermen off North Haven and then sent swimmers scrambling for 
the beach at Tennyson, Henley Beach and Glenelg. On December 
2, a shark was spotted well out in Gulf St Vincent. Gary Bittle, from 
the Grange Surf Life Saving Club, said he saw a white shark swim 
under his boat while offshore at Grange on the previous weekend. 
“We assume it's the same one [involved in this incident],” said Mr. 
Bittle. Shortly before the attack Lenka Mrzilkova, a tourist from the 
Czech Republic, looked out to sea and saw a large black dorsal fin 
just 30 metres from the shore. Thinking it must be a dolphin, she 
took the photograph seen at right of the fin and left. 
 

Andrew Fox, the son of shark attack victim Rodney Fox, said dolphins were pupping along 
Adelaide's coast, which may have attracted the sharks close to shore. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 300 metres off the Henley Beach Yacht Club. 
TIME: 15h15 (3:15 p.m.) 
 
NARRATIVE: It was a hot day and the water was full of swimmers. Nick Peterson and three 
of his friends (Adam Floreani, Ty Wheeler and Andrew Tomlin, 16-year-olds from Adelaide's 
western suburbs) had been on the water for about half an hour and were taking turns 
scurfing (being towed on a surfboard or kneeboard behind a boat). Ty remembers the 
afternoon as perfect. “I was watching Andrew in the water while Nick was driving and we 
saw dolphins,” he said.  
 

“We turned the boat around and it was just so magical so we decided to drive closer to them 
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while Andrew sat on the board in the water.” 
Andrew had been waiting in the water, about 
250 metres from shore, for the boys to pick 
him up in the boat. As Andrew climbed into 
the boat, Nick jumped into the water and was 
grabbed by a five-metre white shark. “I saw 
this massive black thing and it's grabbed and 
pulled him by his left shoulder,” Adam said. “It 
came up from nowhere  he didn't see it for a 
second before it happened,” said Adam. Nick 
kept hitting the shark and his friends bashed 
the water with paddles in an attempt to free 
their mate. The shark dragged Nick around 
the boat before submerging with him. The 
teens onboard the boat said the attack was over in a matter of 
seconds. Nick's body was torn in half and then a second, 
slightly smaller (14.5-foot) white shark fed on the remains. 
  
The incident happened in full view of hundreds of beachgoers 
who had been enjoying the water at crowded West Beach. 
Witnesses even said they heard the shark smacking into the 
side of the boat. “I heard a banging noise and screaming and 
we saw the men poking at the water with paddles,” Thiva 
Kulisingan said. Then he saw what he believed was blood in 
the water. “It was about six metres past the white water ... and 
I could see what I thought was blood, a red tinge in the water,” 
he said.  
 

Immediately after the attack, Nick's mates raced south in the 
runabout south to the Adelaide Shores boat ramp. Minutes 
later, one of the teenagers ran up the beach in tears shouting 
to swimmers to get out of the water. Two of the three teens who 
were in the boat and witnessed the attack received medical 
treatment for shock. 
 
INJURY: Fatal. Witnesses noted a large amount of blood and 
unrecognizable body parts coming to the surface. The only 
tissues recovered despite an intensive beach and sea search 
were two fragments of lung. South Australian Sea Rescue 
Squadron spokesman Frasier Bell said, “[The shark] tore him 
apart ... apparently it tore him in half and the other shark came 
in and took the rest.” Asked if there were any chance the victim 
had survived, Bell replied, “None whatsoever.”'  
 

Police immediately closed a number of beaches in the area. A 
hunt, by air and sea, began about 3.30pm (CDT), supported by 
police patrols along the beach alerting beachgoers of the attack. 
At 17h00 a five-metre white shark was spotted by search planes 
just six metres from shore and 300 metres north of the attack 

 

Top: the 5m runabout 
Bottom: the trifin board 

Andy Tomlin, Ty Wheeler and Adam Floreani 
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site. Searchers found Peterson's 
surfboard later the same day.  
 

Next morning Sea Rescue Squadron 
searchers thought they found human 
remains on West Beach but forensic 
tests revealed the material was not from 
a human. They also spotted a four-metre 
white shark close to shore between the 
Henley and Grange jetties. It was headed 
south towards the area in front of the 
West Beach Caravan Park where the 
Peterson was killed. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Initially, it was 
reported that the attack involved two 
white sharks hunting cooperatively. The 
sharks were said to be 4.5-metres and 
+5 metres [14.7 and 16.5 feet) in length. 
However, later reports concluded the 
attack involved a single five-metre white 
shark. Local experts believed that it was 
the same shark that had been spotted 
along Adelaide beaches in the weeks prior to the attack. White sharks are a protected 
species in Australian waters, but at a meeting on December 18 of government, police, 
fisheries and coast guard officials ordered the shark be found and destroyed. “Any shark 
posing a threat or risk to human life should be destroyed, that is unequivocal,” acting South 
Australian Premier Kevin Foley said.   
 
The same day Nick’s parents, Philip and Leonie Peterson, were interviewed at West Beach. 
“We acknowledge that the sea is, in fact, the shark's domain. We don't, and I certainly 
personally don't, advocate the indiscriminate killing of any shark. They are to be admired, 
appreciated and respected, and Nick knew that,” said Philip Peterson.  
 
The local press also noted that since 1977, almost 15,000 people have died on the state's 
roads, whereas only one (1) person died as result of a shark attack in state’s waters. 
 
COMMENT: As in case GSAF 1991.09.08, the only tissue to escape being consumed or 
lost in fatal shark attacks, where there is a shark accident with dismemberment and 
disruption of the integrity of the body, may be lung. The buoyancy of aerated pulmonary 
tissue ensures that it rises quickly to the surface where it may be recovered by searchers 
soon after the attack. Aeration of the lung would be in keeping with death from trauma 
rather than from drowning and may be a useful marker in unwitnessed deaths to separate 
ante- from postmortem injury, using only relatively small amounts of tissues. Early organ 
recovery enhances the identification of human tissues as the extent of morphologic 
alterations by putrefactive processes and sea scavengers will have been minimized. DNA 
testing is also possible on such recovered fragments, enabling confirmation of the identity of 
the victim.  
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CASE INVESTIGATORS: Phil Kemp and Terry Peake, Global Shark Attack File  
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