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INTRODUCTION: A
SUMMER OF
TERROR THAT
CHANGED HISTORY

The  summer  of  1916
should  have  been  a
season  of  sun-soaked
leisure along the Jersey
Shore .  Instead,  i t
became  a  nightmare
that  etched  itself  into
American  folklore.  For
anyone  who  has  read
the gripping children's
novel I Survived The
Shark  Attacks  Of
1916 ,  the  story  of
young Chet Roscow is
a gateway into one of
the  most  bizarre  and

terrifying  series  of
an ima l  a t tacks  in
recorded  history.  But
beyond  the  pages  of
L a u r e n  T a r s h i s ' s
beloved  book  lies  a
true  story  so  strange
that  it  continues  to
captivate  historians,
marine  biologists,  and
readers  of  all  ages.
This article dives deep
into  the  real  events,
the  cultural  impact,
and  the  endur ing
legacy  of  the  1916
s h a r k  a t t a c k s ,
exploring  why  this
particular  moment  in
history still holds us in
its grip.
The  book  I  Survived
The  Shark  Attacks
Of  1916  is  part  of  a
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wildly  popular  series
that  introduces  young
readers  to  historical
disasters  through  the
e y e s  o f  a  c h i l d
protagonist.  However,
the real-life events that
inspired  the  story  are
far more complex and
ch i l l i ng  than  any
fiction.  To  understand
w h y  t h i s  b o o k
resonates  so  deeply,
we  must  first  travel
back  to  a  time  when
sharks  were  not  yet
considered a threat to
humans, when the very
idea of a shark attack
was almost unheard of
along  the  American
coast.

THE FORGOTTEN
FEAR: AMERICA
BEFORE THE 1916
ATTACKS

It is difficult for modern
readers  to  imagine  a
wor ld  wi thout  the
shadow of Jaws. Today,
shark attacks dominate

headlines  and  fuel
summer  blockbusters.
B u t  i n  t h e  e a r l y
twentieth  century,
sharks  were  largely
regarded  as  either
curiosities or harmless
inhabitants  of  the
deep.  Scientific
understanding  was
rud imentary ,  and
popular belief held that
sharks  posed  little  to
n o  d a n g e r  t o
swimmers. The Atlantic
coast was a playground
for  vacationers,  and
the water was seen as
a  safe,  refreshing
e s c a p e  f r o m  t h e
summer  heat.
This  innocence  made
the events of July 1916
all the more shocking.
The  attacks  did  not
unfold  in  a  remote,
exotic  location.  They
happened in the heart
o f  N e w  J e r s e y ,  a
bus t l i ng  summer
destination for families
from  New  York  and
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Philadelphia.  The  first
victim  was  a  young
man  named  Charles
Vansant,  swimming  off
the  beach  in  Beach
Haven on July 1st.  He
was  pulled  under  in
plain view of hundreds
of  beachgoers.  The
panic that ensued was
n o t  j u s t  f e a r  o f  a
predator;  it  was  the
collapse  of  a  deeply
held  belief  about  the
safety of the ocean.

The First
Strike:
Charles
Vansant
at Beach
Haven
On  that  fateful  July
afternoon,  twenty-five-

yea r - o l d  Cha r l e s
Vansant was enjoying a
swim  with  his  dog.
Witnesses  reported
seeing  a  large,  dark
shape  in  the  water
be fo re  t he  chaos
began.  Vansant  was
bitten on the leg, and
despite being pulled to
shore  by  a  lifeguard,
he bled to death on the
sand. This was not just
a  tragedy;  it  was  an
anomaly.  Newspapers
hyped  the  story,  but
m a n y  e x p e r t s
dismissed it as a freak
accident.  The  public
was unsettled but  not
yet  terrified.  That
would  change  very
quickly.

The
Second
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and Third
Attacks:
Spring

Lake
Just  five  days  later,  on
July 6th, the nightmare
struck  again.  Charles
Bruder, a hotel bellhop,
was  swimming  about
130  yards  from shore
in  Spring  Lake,  New
J e r s e y .  H e  w a s
attacked and killed, his
body severely mauled.
T h i s  a t t a c k  w a s
different.  It  occurred in
a  different  location,
further  north,  and the
victim was not a tourist
but  a  local  resident.
The  news  exploded.
Headlines screamed of
a  "man-eating  shark"
stalking  the  Jersey
Shore.  Panic  spread
like  wildfire.  Beaches

e m p t i e d .  A r m e d
civilians took to boats,
determined  to  hunt
down the monster. The
government  even
offered  a  reward  for
the  shark's  capture.

THE MATAWAN
CREEK HORROR:
AN INLAND
ATTACK

If the first three attacks
were  terrifying,  what
happened  next  was
a l m o s t
incomprehensible.  On
July 12th, a shark was
spotted  swimming  up
Matawan  Creek,  a
n a r r o w  i n l a n d
waterway located miles
from the  open  ocean.
Matawan  was  not  a
coastal resort; it was a
small,  working-class
town. The creek was a
popular swimming hole
for  local  children.  The
i d e a  o f  a  s h a r k
traveling this far inland
w a s  c o n s i d e r e d
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impossible. It defied all
known  science  of  the
time.
Young  Lester  Stillwell,
a g e  e l e v e n ,  w a s
playing  in  the  creek
with  his  friends  when
the shark attacked. His
body  was  dragged
underwater.  A  brave
local  man,  Stanley
Fisher, dove in to try to
rescue  him.  Fisher
himself  was  attacked
and  killed.  The  shark
had claimed two more
victims  in  a  single,
horrifying  afternoon.
Later that same day, a
teenage  boy  named
J o s e p h  D u n n  w a s
attacked  in  the  same
creek  but  survived,
becoming  the  only
known survivor  of  the
1916 attacks.

The Lone

Survivor:
Joseph
Dunn
The  story  of  Joseph
Dunn  is  the  real-life
thread  that  connects
directly  to  the  fictional
narrative of I Survived
The  Shark  Attacks
Of  1916.  Dunn  was
swimming with friends
and  initially  felt  what
he thought  was  a  log
bump into him. It was
the shark.  The animal
clamped  onto  his  leg,
and  a  l ife-or-death
s t rugg le  ensued .
Dunn's  friends  fought
the  shark  with  their
bare hands, eventually
dragging him to shore.
Despite  suffering
severe  injuries  to  his
leg,  Dunn  lived.  His
survival offered a sliver
of  hope  in  a  month
defined  by  death.  He
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became a celebrity, his
story  a  testament  to
c o u r a g e  a n d
endurance. The book's
protagonist ,  Chet
Roscow,  is  c lear ly
inspired by the real-life
trauma  and  resilience
of young Joseph Dunn.

THE HUNT FOR
THE MONSTER AND
THE UNLIKELY
CULPRIT

In  the  wake  of  the
Matawan  attacks,  a
massive  hunt  began.
The  governor  of  New
Jersey  authorized  a
bounty.  Professional
hunters,  fishermen,
and  ordinary  citizens
armed  with  rifles  and
dynamite  descended
on  the  waterways.  A
f e w  d a y s  l a t e r ,  a
massive  great  white
shark  was  caught  in
Raritan  Bay.  When  it
was  dissected,  i ts
stomach  revealed
h u m a n  r e m a i n s ,

including  a  piece  of
bone that was believed
to belong to one of the
victims.  The  killing  of
this  shark  effectively
e n d e d  t h e  p a n i c ,
t h o u g h  d e b a t e s
c o n t i n u e  a m o n g
historians  and  marine
biologists  to  this  day
about whether this was
the  single  perpetrator
or  if  multiple  sharks
were responsible.

The Great
White
Shark
Theory
The  prevailing  theory
f o r  m o s t  o f  t h e
twentieth  century  was
that  a  single,  rogue
great white shark was
responsible  for  all  five
a t t a c k s  ( a n d  o n e
survival).  Great whites
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are  capable  of  long-
distance travel and can
to lerate  brack ish
water,  which  would
explain the journey up
M a t a w a n  C r e e k .
However ,  modern
analysis  suggests  that
a bull shark might have
been  responsible  for
the inland attacks. Bull
sharks  are  known  for
their aggressive nature
and  their  abil ity  to
thrive  in  freshwater.
They have been found
hundreds  of  miles  up
rivers.  The mystery of
exactly  what  species
caused  the  carnage
adds  another  layer  of
intrigue to the story.

WHY "I SURVIVED
THE SHARK
ATTACKS OF 1916"
MATTERS TODAY

Lauren  Tarshis's  book
is  fa r  more  than  a
simple  retel l ing  of
historical  facts.  It  is  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n

translating  real  terror
in to  a  d iges t ib le ,
empathetic  narrative
for  children.  The book
focuses  on  emotions:
fear,  bravery,  grief,
and  recove ry .  By
creating  a  relatable
character  like  Chet,
Tarshis  allows  young
readers to process the
enormity of a historical
d isaster  in  a  safe,
controlled  way.  The
book  teaches  history
without  feeling  like  a
t e x t b o o k ,  a n d  i t
provides  a  framework
for  understanding
human resilience in the
f a c e  o f  n a t u r e ' s
unpredictabil ity.

Education
al Value
and
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Historical
Accuracy
While  the  characters
are  fictional,  the
b a c k d r o p  i s
m e t i c u l o u s l y
researched.  The  book
includes  details  about
life  in  1916,  from the
fashions to the medical
limitations of the time.
The  panic,  the  public
response,  and  the
scientific  confusion  are
a l l  a c c u r a t e l y
portrayed.  For  many
children,  reading  I
Survived  The  Shark
Attacks  Of  1916  is
their  first  introduction
to  the  concep t  o f
historical  research.  It
sparks  curiosity  about
the real people behind
the  story:  Char les
Vansant ,  Char les
Bruder, Lester Stillwell,
Stanley Fisher, and the
survivor  Joseph  Dunn.

The book serves as  a
powerful  gateway  to
deeper  learning  about
m a r i n e  b i o l o g y ,
American  history,  and
the sociology of fear.

The
Enduring
Fascinati
on with
the 1916
Attacks
Why  do  we  still  talk
about  these  attacks
over  a  century  later?
Part of  it  is  the sheer
anomaly of the events.
The 1916 attacks were
a  statistical  outlier.
They changed the way
Americans  viewed  the
ocean.  Before  1916,
the ocean was a source
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o f  p l e a s u r e  a n d
mystery. After 1916, it
w a s  a  p l a c e  o f
potential  danger.  This
shift  in  consciousness
paved the way for the
modern fear of sharks,
a  fear  that  was  later
c e m e n t e d  b y  t h e
movie  Jaws  (which,
tellingly,  was  heavily
inspired  by  the  1916
attacks).  The  attacks
also  sparked  the  first
major  scientific
research  into  shark
behavior,  leading to a
better  understanding
o f  t h e s e  a n c i e n t
creatures.

LESSONS FROM
HISTORY:
UNDERSTANDING
SHARK BEHAVIOR
AND HUMAN FEAR

The story of the 1916
attacks  is  not  just
about blood and panic.
It is also a story about
our  relationship  with
the  natural  wor ld.

Sharks do not actively
hunt humans as prey.
Most attacks are cases
of  mistaken  identity,
where a shark confuses
a human for  its  usual
food source, like a seal.
The conditions in 1916
w e r e  u n u s u a l :  a
heatwave,  an  influx  of
baitfish  close  to  shore,
and  perhaps  a  shark
that  was  injured  or
d i s o r i e n t e d .
Understanding  these
factors helps demystify
the  event.  The  real
tragedy of 1916 is that
it  occurred  during  a
t i m e  o f  p r o f o u n d
scientific  ignorance.
Today, we know more
a b o u t  s h a r k
conservat ion  and
behavior,  but  the fear
lingers.

The
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Ripple
Effect on
Pop
Culture
and

Literature
B e y o n d  t h e  " I
Survived"  series,  the
1916  attacks  have
inspired  numerous
books,  documentaries,
and  films.  They  are  a
staple  of  American
folklore. The story is a
p e r f e c t  s t o r m  o f
elements:  a setting of
innocence,  a  sudden
and  i nexp l i cab l e
horror, a heroic rescue
at tempt ,  a  young
s u r v i v o r ,  a n d  a
lingering mystery. It is
a  n a r r a t i v e  t h a t
resonates  ac ross

genera t ions .  The
strength of I Survived
The  Shark  Attacks
Of  1916  l ies  in  i ts
ability to capture these
e p i c  t h e m e s  i n  a
package  that  is  both
a c c e s s i b l e  a n d
respectful  of  the  real
victims.

PRACTICAL
TAKEAWAYS FOR
READERS AND
PARENTS

If you or your child are
reading  I  Survived
The  Shark  Attacks
Of  1916,  here  are  a
few  ways  to  deepen
the experience:

Research the
real victims:
Take time to
learn about the
actual people
affected by the
attacks. Their
stories are
humbling and
real.
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Visit the
locations: The
sites of the
attacks in New
Jersey are still
accessible.
Visiting places
like Spring Lake
or Matawan
Creek can make
history feel
tangible.
Discuss the
science: Use the
book as a
starting point to
talk about shark
conservation,
marine
ecosystems, and
the importance
of understanding
wildlife.
Talk about
fear: The book
provides an
excellent
platform for
discussing how
fear works, how
it can protect us,
and how it can

sometimes
overwhelm us.
The character of
Chet must
confront his own
anxieties, and
this is a valuable
lesson for
readers of all
ages.

CONCLUSION: A
LEGACY OF
SURVIVAL AND
RESILIENCE

The  summer  of  1916
was  a  c ruc ib le .  I t
f o r g e d  a  n e w
understanding  of  the
ocean  and  our  place
within it.  The story of
Joseph Dunn, the lone
survivor, is a powerful
reminder  that  even in
the  darkest  moments,
c o u r a g e  a n d
community can prevail.
The  book  I  Survived
The  Shark  Attacks
Of 1916 captures this
spirit  with  grace  and
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intensity.  I t  is  not
merely a story about a
shark;  i t  is  a  story
about a boy who faced
an unimaginable horror
and  lived  to  tell  the
tale. By reading it, we
honor  the  memory  of
those  who  were  lost
and  the  resilience  of
those  who  survived.
The legacy of  1916 is

not just one of fear, but
of  awe,  respect,  and
the  enduring  human
drive to understand the
w i l d  w o r l d  t h a t
surrounds us. Whether
you are reading it  for
the  first  time  or
revisiting  a  childhood
favorite,  the  story  of
Chet  Roscow  and  the
Jersey Shore terror is a
journey worth taking.


