
 

Large shark species in northern 
Scottish waters 

 
George Carter 
 
E-mail: george@lybster277.orangehome.co.uk 
 
 
On 15 July 2003 I was fishing for codling off the east 
Caithness coast near my home-port of Lybster. With 
nets already deployed in a calm sea, as I approached 
them I could see two fins above the surface, well apart 
and some disturbance in the water. Thinking two 
dolphins had maybe become entangled, I quickly tried 
to approach the net and release the animals.  To my 
surprise the net contained a large species of shark and 
the fins represented the dorsal fin and the tail tip, 
which had a notch to it. The upheaval went on for 
perhaps three or four minutes, before the shark set off 
in a south-westerly direction for about 200 meters, 
dragging the net and boat backwards, but it rapidly 
appeared to tire.  It was still struggling, but soon 
became much more subdued. The shark was well 
entangled and had presumably gone for a fish that was 
also in the net at the same time.  At first I thought it 
was probably a Basking Shark Cetorhinus maximus, 
with which I am very familiar, having fished these 
waters most of my life. I estimated the fish to be at 
minimum the length of my small boat, which is around 
5. 5 meters  (18 feet). I was able to haul up about 2/3 of 
the net, cutting it when I got too close.  Then the shark 
started to slowly go down, (I had a rope attached to the 
net).  Water depth would be about approximately 30 
metres (90 feet) at that point. 
 
When it reached the bottom, it appeared to lie there so I 
decided to try towing the net to see if it would free 
itself. I did make headway although was sometimes 
stopped and pulled astern.  It was a tow of perhaps 300 
meters to the nearby cliff face and there I dropped an 
anchor and buoy in about 15 metres (45feet) of water.  
The shark was still totally submerged as it was all 
during the tow. 
 
I returned to Lybster to consider what had to be done 
and on the way back met Dod Bremner, a friend who 
readily volunteered to help me free the creature and 
recover my net. 
 
On return to the spot off the cliffs the shark was now 
back on the surface – gills and dorsal plainly visible 
and quite placid – in fact showing little sign of life.  I 
took my new digital camera to photograph the shark 
and managed just one shot as Dod was at the net. (Fig. 
1).  Suddenly there was an explosion of movement and 
the shark very rapidly shot away from the boat, free of 
the net. 
 
Both Dod and myself agreed that the shark was no 
“muldoan”- a local name for Basking Shark. It was a 

shark we had never seen before in these waters.  I saw 
enough of the tail to eliminate Thresher Shark Alopia 
vulpinus, and Porbeagle Lamna nasus never reach this 
size. The gill rakers visible were also much smaller 
than those of Basking Shark.  The shark was broad-
headed and the steely-grey dorsal surface was smooth, 
unlike that of Basking Shark. The eye was dark, but we 
were unable to check the ventral colour of the shark 
because of its size and weight and the fact that it was 
swathed in netting. 
 
Having checked through many books and guides we 
concluded that it was possibly a Great White Shark 
Carcharodon carcharias, but could not be 100% 
certain. However the presence of a large shark species 
in northern Scottish waters is perhaps worth recording.  
There have been anecdotal reports and descriptions of 
this species in British waters in recent years including 
off Cornwall and the Hebrides but none are officially 
accepted. 
 

 
 
Fig. 1. Large shark caught in fishing gear off the east 
Caithness coast on 15 July 2003. 
 


