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THE SUMMER THAT CHANGED OUR VIEW OF THE OCEAN: UNDERSTANDING THE
SHARK ATTACKS OF 1916

Along the balmy coast  of  New Jersey,  the summer of  1916 promised lazy days of  swimming,
saltwater  taffy,  and  seaside  leisure.  Instead,  it  delivered  a  nightmare  that  would  forever  alter
humanity’s relationship with the sea. Before that July, sharks were largely regarded as harmless,
slow-moving creatures of folklore. But a series of violent, unprovoked attacks over twelve terrifying
days shattered that innocence. The Shark Attacks of 1916 didn’t just claim lives; they ignited mass
hysteria, captivated a nation, and ultimately inspired one of the most famous thrillers in cinematic
history – Jaws. To understand modern shark phobia, one must return to those sweltering waters of
the Jersey Shore.

Setting the Stage: America in 1916
In the early 20th century, the American public’s understanding of sharks was primitive at best.
Sharks  were  considered  nuisance  fish  or,  at  worst,  scavengers  that  posed  little  threat  to  bathers.
Beaches were packed with families escaping city heat, especially as World War I raged in Europe.
The Jersey Shore was a paradise. The very idea of a man-eater lurking in the shallow surf was
preposterous to most scientists and beachgoers alike. Then, on July 1, 1916, everything changed.

THE TIMELINE OF TERROR: TWELVE DAYS IN JULY

First Strike: The Death of Charles Vansant
(July 1)
Charles Vansant, a wealthy 25-year-old from Philadelphia, was vacationing with his family in Beach
Haven. Late in the afternoon, he went for a swim in the ocean, just 130 feet from shore. Bystanders
watched in horror as a dark, gray shape appeared. Vansant screamed as the shark clamped onto his
left thigh, dragging him under. Brave lifeguards and swimmers pulled him to shore, but the damage
was catastrophic. He bled to death on the beach within minutes. The attack was so swift and brutal
that many initially refused to believe it was a shark, suggesting instead that Vansant had been hit by
a boat or tangled in a line. Yet, the evidence of large, serrated bite marks was undeniable.

A Second Victim: The Death of Charles
Bruder (July 6)
While  the  nation  was  reeling  from  the  first  attack,  a  second  occurred  just  five  days  later  and  45
miles north, in Spring Lake. Charles Bruder, a 27-year-old hotel bellhop, was swimming about 130
yards from shore. Witnesses reported seeing a commotion and a red stain spreading in the water.
When rescuers reached Bruder, he was missing both legs, disemboweled by the attack. He died on
the beach before ever reaching a hospital.  Now, the public’s fear escalated into something far
greater—pure panic. Newspapers, which had downplayed the first attack, now screamed headlines
about a “man-eater” prowling the coast.

The Matawan Creek Massacre (July 12)
Perhaps the most astonishing and terrifying episode occurred not in the ocean, but 15 miles inland,
up a narrow, brackish creek in the sleepy town of Matawan, New Jersey. Local boys, including 11-
year-old  Lester  Stillwell  and  24-year-old  Stanley  Fisher,  were  cooling  off  in  the  murky  waters.  At
around 2:00 PM, a massive shark appeared, attacking and killing Lester Stillwell. Stanley Fisher, a
local hero, dove in to recover the boy’s body. The shark attacked him as well, severing his femoral
artery. Fisher died later that day. As if the tragedy weren’t enough, a third attack occurred just 30
minutes later in the same creek, about a mile downstream. 14-year-old Joseph Dunn was attacked
but survived after a desperate rescue, losing significant flesh from his leg. The image of an ocean
predator swimming up a peaceful freshwater creek to kill was incomprehensible. It shattered any
notion of safety anywhere in the water.

THE AFTERMATH: HUNT, HYSTERIA, AND LEGACY

The Hunt for the Killer Shark
Panic swept the entire Eastern Seaboard.  Beach towns closed their  shores;  hotels  emptied as
tourists  fled.  Vigilantes  armed  with  rifles  and  dynamite  took  to  boats.  President  Woodrow  Wilson
even held a cabinet meeting to discuss the crisis. A massive hunt ensued. Within days, a great white
shark was caught by a fisherman named Michael Schleisser off the coast of Long Island, near where
the final attacks occurred. When the 7.5-foot, 325-pound shark was dissected, human remains were
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found in its stomach – including what were believed to be pieces of bone and flesh from Bruder. Was
this the single shark responsible? Experts still debate whether one rogue shark or multiple animals
caused the attacks. Nevertheless, the capture of the shark was widely publicized, and public frenzy
slowly subsided. However, the psychological impact never faded.

Scientific and Cultural Impact
Before  1916,  shark  attacks  were  poorly  documented  and  scientifically  dismissed  as  myths.  The
events of  that  summer forced the American scientific community to acknowledge the danger.  The
unprecedented series of attacks helped launch the modern study of shark behavior and attack
patterns. But the cultural impact proved even more profound.
The attacks faded from the front pages as World War I escalated, but they remained embedded in
the collective memory of the Jersey Shore. Decades later, author Peter Benchley was writing a novel
about a great white shark terrorizing a community. He drew heavily from the historical record of the
1916  attacks  for  inspiration,  incorporating  the  idea  of  a  creature  that  was  not  just  a  fish,  but  a
malevolent force of  nature.  His  1974 novel,  Jaws,  and Steven Spielberg’s subsequent film, directly
owe their terrifying foundation to the events of that July. The character of Quint, the grizzled shark
hunter in the film, narrates the story of the USS Indianapolis, but the real-life template for shark fear
came from the Jersey Shore, not the Pacific.

KEY FACTS ABOUT THE 1916 SHARK ATTACKS

To better understand the scope and significance of these events, consider the following points:

Total Fatalities: Four people were killed in the attacks: Charles Vansant, Charles Bruder,
Lester Stillwell, and Stanley Fisher. One survivor, Joseph Dunn, was seriously injured.
Geographic Anomaly: Three of the four attacks occurred in Matawan Creek, a shallow,
brackish river located miles inland. This was the first documented case of a shark attacking in
a freshwater environment in North America.
Species Debate: While a great white shark was captured and suspected of being the culprit,
some modern researchers argue that a bull shark or even multiple sharks of different species

could have been involved. Bull sharks are known to tolerate freshwater and are more
aggressive in shallow waters.
Media Frenzy: This was one of the first major news events in the United States fueled by
modern mass media. Newspapers sold millions of copies, and sensationalism often outpaced
facts, contributing to the widespread fear.
Economic Devastation: The attacks caused severe economic damage to the Jersey Shore
tourism industry. Hotels and beachfront businesses reported losses of up to 80% in the weeks
following the attacks.

The Lingering Questions
What made a shark behave so aggressively in the summer of 1916? Several theories persist. Some
scientists  suggest  that  a  combination  of  factors—unusually  warm  water  temperatures,  an
abundance of bait fish, and post-war tourism increases—brought sharks closer to shore. Others point
to possible existing injuries or illness in the attacking shark that made it more desperate for food.
The most compelling theory for the Matawan Creek attacks is that a shark, perhaps a bull shark,
simply followed a school of fish up the creek and, in the suddenly shallow and murky environment,
became trapped and disoriented. When it  encountered human swimmers, its natural  predatory
instincts kicked in. The mystery of the shark’s true identity and motivations remains part of the
enduring fascination with the tragedy.

CONCLUSION: A CAUTIONARY TALE FROM THE DEEP

The Shark Attacks of 1916 stand as a pivotal moment in both environmental history and popular
culture. They ripped aside the veil of ignorance that had allowed beachgoers to view the ocean as a
benign playground. In just twelve days, a handful of encounters with a creature few understood
forced a nation to confront the reality that the sea is a wild, unpredictable domain. The legacy of
that summer is profound: it birthed modern shark science, forever changed beach safety protocols,
and seeded the deep-seated cultural fear that continues to shape our relationship with the ocean’s
apex predators. While shark attacks are statistically rare, the story of 1916 reminds us that nature,
even on a warm summer day, can still deliver a terrifying shock. It is a story of tragedy, heroism,
and the heart of darkness that sometimes lurks just beneath the waves.


