the shark attacks of 1916

The shark attacks of 1916 stand as one of the most infamous series of incidents in the history of
marine encounters with humans. Occurring along the Jersey Shore, these attacks not only shocked
the nation but also sparked widespread fear and fascination regarding sharks. The events of July
1916 remain a pivotal moment in the relationship between humans and the ocean, leading to
changes in how people viewed and interacted with the marine environment.

Background of the Shark Attacks

In the summer of 1916, the United States was experiencing a period of relative calm and prosperity,
yet the tension of World War I loomed in the background. The Jersey Shore, particularly around the
town of Beach Haven, was a popular destination for vacationers seeking sun and surf. Little did they
know that the ocean harbored a danger that would soon surface.

Environmental Conditions

Several factors contributed to the unusual behavior of sharks during this time:

1. Water Temperature: The summer of 1916 was characterized by warmer-than-usual sea
temperatures, which can attract sharks closer to shore.

2. Increased Bait Fish Population: The influx of menhaden and other bait fish off the coast may have
drawn sharks into shallower waters.

3. Human Activity: The number of people swimming and fishing in the ocean provided ample
opportunity for shark interactions.

These conditions created a perfect storm for the events that would unfold during the month of July.

The Attacks

The shark attacks of 1916 occurred over a short period, with a total of four confirmed incidents. The
attacks primarily targeted swimmers in the waters around the New Jersey coast, leading to panic
among locals and tourists alike.

The First Attack: July 1, 1916

The first confirmed attack took place on July 1, 1916, at Beach Haven. Charles Vansant, a 25-year-
old from Philadelphia, was swimming approximately 130 yards offshore when he was bitten on the
leg by a shark. Despite being rescued and taken to shore, Vansant succumbed to his injuries shortly
thereafter. His death was shocking and marked the beginning of the panic.



The Second Attack: July 6, 1916

Just days later, another attack occurred on July 6 at Spring Lake, just north of Beach Haven. A 12-
year-old boy named Lester Stillwell was swimming with friends when he was pulled underwater by a
shark. His friends reported the incident, and a search for him ensued. Unfortunately, his body was
found later, and he had suffered severe injuries consistent with a shark attack.

The Third Attack: July 12, 1916

The following week, on July 12, a third attack occurred in the vicinity of Matawan Creek, about four
miles inland from the ocean. This attack was particularly alarming due to the distance from the
ocean. A young boy named 8-year-old Joseph Dunn was wading in the creek when he too was
attacked. Witnesses reported seeing a shark swimming in the creek, which highlighted the changing
behavior of sharks and their potential for entering brackish waters.

The Fourth Attack: July 14, 1916

The final confirmed attack occurred just two days later, on July 14, again in Matawan Creek. A local
man named Stanley Fisher, a 24-year-old, was fishing when he was bitten. Fisher attempted to fight
off the shark but ultimately succumbed to his injuries. This attack further fueled the fear and panic
surrounding the incidents.

Public Reaction

The shark attacks of 1916 sent shockwaves throughout the nation. The initial reports of the attacks
led to widespread fear among beachgoers. Many people began to avoid swimming in the ocean, and
the beach towns saw a significant decline in tourism.

Media Frenzy

The media played a crucial role in amplifying the fear surrounding the attacks:

- Sensational Headlines: Newspapers sensationalized the events, with headlines that evoked images
of bloodthirsty sharks.

- Public Interest: The public’s intrigue about sharks surged, leading to increased sales of newspapers
and magazines covering the attacks.

- Scientific Curiosity: The attacks sparked interest in marine biology and shark behavior, leading to
scientific inquiries into the habits of sharks.



Government and Scientific Response

In the wake of the attacks, the government and scientific communities took various actions to
address the public's fears and gain a better understanding of the situation.

Shark Hunt Initiatives

Local authorities organized shark hunts to capture and kill sharks in the area, hoping to alleviate
fears and restore safety to the beaches. Notable actions included:

- Bounties on Sharks: A bounty was placed on sharks caught in the waters, leading to a frenzy of
fishing.

- Public Safety Measures: Beaches were closed, and lifeguards were instructed to keep swimmers
out of the water until further notice.

Scientific Studies

The events also prompted marine biologists and ichthyologists to study shark behavior more closely.
This led to:

- Research on Shark Species: Increased interest in understanding which species were responsible
for the attacks, with a focus on the great white shark and the bull shark.

- Behavioral Studies: Studies aimed at understanding the feeding patterns and migratory behavior of
sharks.

Long-Term Impact

The shark attacks of 1916 had a lasting impact on beach culture and the perception of sharks in the
United States.

Shark Conservation and Public Perception

While the immediate aftermath of the attacks led to fear and hostility toward sharks, over time,
public perception began to shift:

- Awareness Campaigns: Organizations began to advocate for the conservation of sharks,
emphasizing their role in the ecosystem.

- Cultural Depictions: The fascination with sharks grew, leading to their portrayal in films and
literature, particularly with the release of "Jaws" in the 1970s.



Changes in Beach Safety Protocols

The attacks prompted beach authorities to implement enhanced safety measures, including:

- Lifeguard Training: Increased training for lifeguards in shark safety and swimmer awareness.
- Shark Monitoring Programs: Some beach towns began to implement shark monitoring programs to
track the presence of sharks in the area.

Conclusion

The shark attacks of 1916 remain a significant event in American history, illustrating the
complexities of human interaction with the natural world. These tragic incidents not only led to
immediate fear and panic but also catalyzed a deeper understanding of sharks and their importance
in the marine ecosystem. As we continue to explore and interact with the ocean, the lessons learned
from 1916 serve as a reminder of the need for respect, understanding, and conservation of our
planet’s oceans and their inhabitants.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the key events of the shark attacks of 1916?

The shark attacks of 1916 occurred over a span of 12 days in July, primarily along the Jersey Shore,
where five people were attacked by sharks, resulting in four deaths and one serious injury.

What species of shark was responsible for the attacks in 1916?

The species believed to be responsible for the attacks was the great white shark, although some
researchers also consider the bull shark as a potential culprit.

How did the public's perception of sharks change after the
1916 attacks?

The 1916 attacks significantly altered public perception, leading to increased fear and demonization
of sharks, influencing popular culture and media portrayals of these creatures.

What impact did the 1916 shark attacks have on beach
tourism?

The attacks caused a temporary decline in beach tourism along the Jersey Shore as people became
fearful of swimming in the ocean, leading to a significant economic impact on local businesses.



What measures were taken by authorities in response to the
shark attacks?

In response to the attacks, local authorities organized shark hunts and implemented safety
measures, including beach closures and public advisories to avoid swimming in the ocean.

How have the shark attacks of 1916 influenced modern shark
research?

The 1916 attacks have prompted ongoing research into shark behavior, ecology, and human-shark
interactions, contributing to our understanding of sharks and the development of safer practices for
beachgoers.

What cultural impact did the shark attacks of 1916 have?

The 1916 shark attacks inspired various cultural references, including literature, films, and
documentaries, most notably leading to the creation of the iconic film 'Jaws' in 1975, which shaped
public perception of sharks for decades.
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