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					A thresher shark on display. One of the many 1916 “man-eaters.”
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			“. . . and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea. . .”
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			Preface

			Summer 2016 marks the 100th anniversary of the epochal New Jersey shark attacks. Undoubtedly, this milestone will generate new reflection on a century-old cold case. 

			The 1916 events were stunning in their ferocity, timeline, and location. The stories surrounding them are filled with tragedy and heroism and the scientific, geopolitical, and cultural contexts of the day are fascinating. 

			Regardless of the bizarre and confounding nature of these attacks, it is man’s general impression of the shark that drives most interest. The shark, with its prominent teeth, large size, sandpaper-like armor, vitality, relative insensibility, and stealthy approach causes fear. On rare occasions, a shark will dismember its victim alive. As a chief attack investigator said in 1916, “There is something peculiarly sinister in the shark’s make-up . . . suggesting an evil spirit.” Unlike large terrestrial predators, it rarely administers a coup de grâce to the neck during an assault. In a world where man is the most precious resident and its most powerful predator, a shark attack is perceived as a violation of the natural order.

			A lifelong scar, impairment, or death, however, is not the only fallout from serious attacks. Today, with near instantaneous global news feeds, shark attacks continue to occupy people’s minds like no other animal-related phenomenon. 

			In the past fifteen years alone, several high profile shark incidents have garnered major scientific and media attention. On the southeastern coast of the United States, North Carolina was subject to several serious attacks in early summer of 2015. Explanations for the uncharacteristic Carolina attacks were varied. Some experts speculated that sharks were mistaking people for sea turtles, while others noted the prevalence of shedding prey crabs present during the full moon. The tiger shark and the bull shark were implicated in the North Carolina accidents.

			The 2001 “Summer of the Shark” was notable for a grisly attack on Florida’s Gulf Coast, two simultaneous attacks in North Carolina, one Bahamian attack, and one in Virginia Beach. Two swimmers lost their lives in those incursions, and two others were seriously injured. 

			Worldwide cyber connections even provide us with information on shark attacks from distant locations. Since 2011, on the other side of the world, the surf zone waters off Reunion Island in the Indian Ocean have been under siege by tiger sharks and an invasive collection of bull sharks.

			Of all recorded shark aggression of the last decade, the Red Sea attack spree in the resort community of Sharm El-Sheikh, Egypt, conjures the most intrigue. With truly anomalous attack behavior reminiscent of the 1916 New Jersey sequence, Sharm El-Sheikh experienced five unprovoked attacks over a six-day period, leading to one death. A US team of investigators was deployed to Egypt to assess the attacks, concluding that an oceanic white tip shark and a shortfin mako were the likely suspects. The experts also determined that recent ocean dumping of sheep carcasses off resort areas and tourist-associated hand-feeding of sharks were the likely triggers. They could be right. Lab experiments in the 1950s determined that sharks remember and maintain learned behaviors. 

			The Sharm El-Sheikh shark team also observed that the shortfin mako had previous dental injuries and was malnourished. The ocean white tip shark had a distortion injury to its tail fin. These findings may well have application to understanding the unnatural predation behavior in 1916.

			Although a shark attack is shocking and tragic by nature, it is still an exceedingly uncommon occurrence. Worldwide, there are on average one hundred unprovoked attacks a year with ten fatalities. The vast majority of those attacks are cases of mistaken prey identification, which are followed by a corresponding “quick release” by the shark. In actuality, deaths from tiger mauling, snake bite, insect bite, and lightning strike are much more common. During the cluster of attacks in North Carolina in 2015, for example, seven people in the US had already been killed by lightning. Historical perspective also shows that in the decades leading up to the 1916 attacks, 33,247 people had been fatally mauled by tigers in British India. From 1918 to 1919, 50 million people died from the influenza virus. Man-generated mass killings like the 9/11 disaster and the Sharm El-Sheikh air disaster of 2015 add yet another layer of blunt perspective to the actual impact and threat of shark-related injury.

			Meanwhile, 73 million to 100 million sharks a year are indiscriminately slaughtered for their fins. The fins represent a tasteless ingredient in a luxury soup. Mass exterminations like these, combined with GPS-powered over-fishing, pollution, and acidification, have plunged many shark species to an endangered level. These poorly controlled impacts have also influenced an imbalance among differing species. A shark’s reproductive capacity simply cannot keep pace with unnatural predation or ecological insults. Apex predators, by nature, have few natural enemies, and after an extended arrival at sexual maturity, they produce a small number of pups with each litter. 

			Technology may have made man the Earth’s most successful hunter but it is also assisting in powerful and practical conservation efforts. Portable satellite tracking tags have added pioneering insights into the migratory patterns of many shark species. In 2015, a sixteen-foot female great white named Mary Lee captivated the public as it swam between Florida and the northeast. It’s “pings” were available in real time via Internet and even newsprint. This methodology is far advanced from the older tagging studies discussed in this book. Knowing a shark’s location at any given time can greatly benefit both shark and man. 

			Satellite technology may even allow sharks to assist man in more immediate and obvious ways. Since sharks often gravitate toward areas of storm intensification, researchers hope to use satellite data to monitor tropical storm and hurricane development. This data retrieval system would utilize a shark as a mobile weather station to discern on-site conditions. 

			The first satellite tag to be applied to an Atlantic white shark occurred in the most unlikely of settings. In the fall of 2004, a fourteen-foot female great white spent two weeks in a brackish lagoon off Naushon Island, Massachusetts. There, the large shark negotiated depths as shallow as three feet. Also in Massachusetts, on July 12, 2015, Chatham beachgoers observed a seven-foot white shark ground itself on a beach while attempting to snare a seagull. That juvenile white shark was later tagged and returned to the sea. Since the 2004 tagging success in Massachusetts, white sharks have made a local resurgence around Cape Cod where seals have colonized. 

			Great white sharks also found their way into two estuarine lakes in Australia during this same period. In 2005 and 2008 a juvenile white shark and an adult, respectively, were reportedly spotted in Tuggerah Lake in Western Australia. The lake has only an intermittent shallow opening to the sea. Likewise, in 2014 and 2015 at Lake Macquarie in Southeastern Australia, white sharks wandered into that brackish waterway. One juvenile white shark that entered Lake Macquarie was seen actively feeding in the shallows. The Lake Macquarie incidents, like the Naushon Island episode, were documented by video and photography.

			Rare estuarine visitations may well be relevant to the analysis of the New Jersey Matawan Creek attacks. We have long known that white sharks enter bays, harbors, sounds, and inlets, and evidence may suggest that they can indeed enter tidal lagoons, canals, rivers, and creeks. A white shark is categorized as a coastal-pelagic species. It would only be logical for a white shark to have the capability to accommodate, at least for a short period, to abrupt variations in salinity.

			Currently, in Western Australia, sophisticated alarm systems, detailed sonar, electromagnetic pulses, and drones are being tested as non-lethal shark detection and deterrent mechanisms. These efforts may help substitute for controversial lethal measures such as gill nets and culling. 

			Over the past century, the 1916 events, the World War II Pacific naval disasters, and the Jaws film phenomenon all influenced generational perceptions of sharks and shark attacks. As for their varying degrees of impact and longevity, each took place at very different times in history. In 1916, the investigating scientists wrote that “The truly exceptional nature of the accidents should not be lost sight of. The New Jersey accidents bring the whole shark question before us in a new phase.” Certainly, all northeastern bathers would remember the New Jersey calamities for a long while. The 1916 shark scenario also received brief mention in the novel Jaws and the subsequent famous film. Few may have noticed that the Matawan Creek aspect of the New Jersey attacks meandered its way to vague reference in an early 1960s episode of The Andy Griffith Show. On the other hand, wide-scale public awareness of the “Jersey Man-Eater” must have waned shortly after the attacks. Serious northeastern attacks of any frequency abruptly stopped after the 1916 tragedy. Additionally, in the years immediately following the five attacks, the US dealt with profoundly more devastating events such as the Spanish flu epidemic and entry into World War I. Similarly, the so-called 2001 “Summer of the Shark” fury abated with an end to the attacks and a justifiable concentration on the September 11 disaster. Jaws, by contrast, with its sensational fictional and nonfictional elements, is perpetually replayed in multimedia. 

			Today, although shark attacks may be of high value in media ratings, relevant television documentary coverage, public aquariums, and educational research programs have highlighted the shark’s more majestic qualities. Such exposure also complements recognition of the complex interactions in our oceans’ vital ecosystems. Inherent to that understanding is the fact that sharks have roamed the sea for 400 million years. They inhabited the planet before (and after) dinosaurs, before mammals, before insects, and even before trees. They have survived five major extinction events and must have an irreplaceable bio-behavioral role in developing, sustaining, and redeveloping a healthy sea. Some researchers believe that further decimation of shark stocks could even alter the planet’s carbon footprint.

			Valid statistics on shark populations will obviously be critical to any future management approaches. When a spike in regional shark accidents occur, observers are quick to identify the particulars of increasing local shark numbers and increasing or decreasing shark prey opportunities. Those factors may have varying applications toward any attack analysis. The one statistical factor, however, which is routinely cited to explain any increase in shark/human encounters, is man’s relocation to coastlines and increased popularity in beach recreation. 

			Demographics and surf-zone recreation statistics cannot fully explain the one-hundred-year-old New Jersey attacks but one cannot dispute the fact that the early twentieth century did correspond to new opportunities for leisure time and mass transit train travel. Thousands upon thousands of people flocked to the ocean in numbers never before imagined. A 1916 biologist stated that, “Here in the waters for a century considered safe, we are confronted with a situation, which, in addition to actual destruction of human life, has terrorized countless numbers of people who enjoy ocean bathing. . . .”

			A global trend toward recreational use of shoreline waters has grown continuously since 1916. Now, paddle boarders, boogie boarders, surfers, snorkelers, kayakers, and swimmers enjoy the sea on a regular basis. The trend of fishing off kayaks, intimately close to the water’s surface, may even inspire sharks to associate man with competition for food. As President John F. Kennedy said in 1962, “We are tied to the ocean. And when we go back to the sea, we are going back from whence we came.” Likewise, the Bible’s 23rd psalm tells us that restful waters “restoreth my soul.”

			Man’s increasing seashore activities should not, however, diminish our awareness that coastal waters represent a dynamic, live action, habitat. Unlike a zoo, public aquarium, water park, an artificial wave pool, or even an animal park, swimming and surfing areas are sections of a diverse natural domain. At our seaside doorstep we have easy access to this uncontrolled wildlife setting. Among the inhabitants of that sphere may be apex predators. Fortunately, perhaps better than any large terrestrial apex predator in their natural environment, sharks have displayed a remarkable ability to avoid contact with human beings. Regardless of a shark’s prowess to discriminate man and prey, a well-crafted balance must be struck between intense human use of coastal waters and bio-diverse conservation. 

			Upon the centennial of the infamous New Jersey shark attacks and the reissue of Twelve Days of Terror, this author hopes the reader will appreciate both the fact-based scientific analysis as well as the cultural description of the age. It is also hoped that this retrospective investigation will add to the advancing data collection on sharks and shark behavior.

			In the case of the 1916 attacks or any highly unusual attack clusters, we may one day determine that certain pressures have lured a greater number of sharks to a given vicinity and, on the rarest of occasions, one or more “bad actors” have joined the influx of sharks. Simply because a shark, of even a dangerous species, is present in near shore waters does not guarantee an attack. Nor does it even make it likely. 

			In regard to luring sharks inshore, one may note that the Sharm El-Sheikh attack investigation cited animal carcass disposal as a lure. This exact assertion was made by a US congressman in the 1916 occurrence. I was only recently made aware of another potential shark lure at the Matawan Creek/Keyport Bay vicinity contemporary to the attacks. Matawan Creek was a known location where farm produce was transported to New York by barge. Incoming toward the creek, different barges came from New York City slaughterhouses. The slaughterhouses supplied manure to enrich the fields of Bayshore summer farms. The manure would travel on dung boats, which I presume could shed cargo dust that would stimulate the diverse members of the aquatic food chain. 

			Reading about shark attacks should not promote a phobia for the sea nor any unreasonable sensitization to the subject. On the contrary, it should heighten our observation, appreciation, and understanding of the dynamic natural surroundings we are privileged to enter. As we know, unprovoked shark-related injuries are anomalies, and the 1916 attacks are anomalies within an anomaly. 

			Advancements in technology and field data will certainly tell us more about such atypical events in the future but, for now, the October 1916 summary commentary by Dr. John Nichols, the primary investigator of the New Jersey attacks, remains appropriate. Nichols stated that, “it must be admitted that deaths from shark bite within a short radius of New York City would seem to be one of those unaccountable happenings that take place from time to time to the confounding of savants and justification of the wildest tradition.” A century has passed, yet that erudite observation is still difficult to dispute. 

			Richard G. Fernicola, M.D.

			May 2016

		


		
			Introduction

			In the essential order of prey/predator food chain, there exists a delegation of creatures perched at the highest level with few natural enemies. The polar bear and the Nile crocodile are some notable apex predators that not only rule their respective alimentary niches, but also have been responsible for more than one human death. Biologists and animal behavior specialists do debate the assertion that these creatures are actually seeking out man as prey, but no one will dispute the very real danger that these animals can present to a person caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.

			Of all the predators implicated in man-eating events, none conjures up more intense dread than the shark. It is certainly terrifying to be confronted by a bear deep in the woods, or a tiger in a remote village in India, but it is, perhaps, of some small comfort to know that a single shot from a rifle can thwart the danger from such a visible terrestrial predator. It is quite another issue, however, to imagine being a shipwrecked sailor, a surfer, or a beach bather about to be attacked, dismembered, and consumed by a dark, black-eyed monster with razor-sharp teeth, vise-like jaws, and sandpaper-like skin.

			What is so terribly disconcerting about this scenario is that the ocean is an environment that hinders both our ability to see the approaching danger and complicates our most natural and effective means of escape. The shark, on the other hand, is the master predator of its domain. Conditions that are only marginal for human comfort and survival are the same conditions that allow this powerful creature to spring suddenly and mercilessly upon us.
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					Bathers on the Jersey Shore at the turn of the twentieth century.

				

			

			In 1975, the release of the major motion picture Jaws touched off an international shark attack panic. Peter Benchley, author of the novel, said in an interview commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of this classic work, “Completely, inadvertently, it tapped into a very, very deep fear.” The Benchley story depicts a fearsome beast of the deep that strikes first at an unsuspecting nighttime skinny-dipper. Next, with an explosion of airborne blood, the Jaws monster devours a pathetically innocent boy riding on a raft and even ventures into uncharted territory to dismember a swimmer recreating in a narrow inlet. As the novel and the film progress, a rampant shark hunt does little to quell the snowballing fear of a seagoing phantom. It’s impossible to forget the image of the black-veiled mother mourning the death of her son or the frantic shark hunters who scramble to safety as their dock refuge is pulverized by the twenty-foot white shark. In the end, hopes and tension ride on the skills of the crusty Captain Quint (Robert Shaw) and his two-man crew, Amity police chief Martin Brody (Roy Scheider) and dedicated ichthyologist Hooper (Richard Dreyfuss). The audience’s fear of sharks, however, did not end with the roll of screen credits, and to some extent, they live on, four decades later, in the minds of those of us who spend time among the breaking waves. The exact origins of this seemingly inherent fear are unknown. What is known, however, is that the mechanical shark attacking the makeshift Hollywood set is neither the first nor nearly the most terrifying instance of shark attack the world has ever seen. What is also known is the fact that world-famous shark hunter Frank Mundus had predecessors working his dangerous occupation during the early part of the twentieth century.

			In reality, many or most of the elements that gave Jaws its punch have a correlate in a real-life horror that unfolded a hundred years ago. Indeed, man’s widespread baptism to sharks and attacks took place nearly sixty years before Jaws was written, at the beginning of July 1916 when five people were attacked off the New Jersey shore in the course of twelve days. These bizarre attacks were more than enough to send a prosperous East Coast society and the world at large into a climate of shock and confusion over what could now be classified as a once-in-a-millennium event. These events, however, did not take place in a vacuum. They took place during the waning months of an innocent and grand age. War was raging in Europe and tempting US involvement, a polio epidemic was ravaging New York and threatening New Jersey, a German U-boat appeared in American ports, foreign sabotage missions were taunting the northeast, and Pancho Villa was terrorizing US troops in Mexico. During what was expected to be the last golden summer of the prewar era, President Wilson and several of his cabinet members looked to the placid Jersey Shore for a spectacular respite prior to the presidential elections in November.

			As America moved into the twentieth century, it held an image of itself as glorious, confident, and powerful. It was the victory in the Spanish-American War of 1898 that created, for the first time, the reality of the United States as a world power. William McKinley was the country’s leader, but Teddy Roosevelt stood as our ideal—an honest, mighty, and progressive giant. By 1914, the nation looked to New Jersey governor and academic scholar Woodrow Wilson to guide it with the safe hand of presidential diplomacy during the early uncertain months of World War I in Europe. “Peace without victory [war]” was Wilson’s optimistic motto. Years earlier, Wilson was elected governor of New Jersey on the laurels of his performance as school president of Princeton University. During the second year of Wilson’s presidency, however, his intellectual cool was put to the test by several unprecedented assaults. No fewer than 128 Americans were caught in the deadly and dastardly crossfire in the German torpedo strike on the British liner Lusitania. Closer to home, Heinrich Friedrich Albert, an agent for the German government, carelessly left a briefcase behind in a Manhattan elevated railway car. The secret documents in the misplaced briefcase included incriminating propaganda and sabotage plans linked to the German and Austrian embassies. The beginning of 1916 brought the mysterious sinkings of cargo vessels that had just departed from ports including Boston, New York, and Bridgeport. It was later found that the ships were sunk by small “cigar bombs” placed by a notorious German saboteur called the “Dark Invader.” During this same period, northeastern US residents were also visited by at least one German U-boat. The sub Deutschland, was cruising the Mid-Atlantic and southern New England coasts and eventually reported a “humanitarian” purpose for their presence. The submarine captains said he desired to transport much needed condensed milk and foodstuffs back to the fatherland to help the babies dying from shortages. But the sabotage blast at Jersey City’s Black Tom Island ammunition depot on July 30, 1916, which shattered office windows in Manhattan, made the German presence even more suspect.

			By the spring of 1916, the office of the presidency was working in overdrive. It was an election year, and Wilson was committed to a neutrality approach and embraced the slogan, “He kept us out of war.” Wilson’s competition, on the other hand, painted Wilson as a peace-loving coward whose stance was risking American lives. Wilson responded, not by negative campaigning or uncharacteristic aggression, but by urging a theme of “readiness” and inspiring nationwide Preparedness Day Parades. The May parade in New York was, up to that time, the greatest display of American flags ever seen.

			By the summer of 1916, great military drives broke out on assorted fronts. Germany attacked at Verdun while Austria and Italy fought battles along the Isonzo River. The Allies took the offensive along the Somme River in France, the Russians assaulted the Poles in Galatia, and the fleets of Great Britain and Germany clashed off Jutland in the greatest naval battle of the war.

			Even though America was not yet engaged in the battles of World War I, the daily headlines gave the nation a peek at the new business of mechanized destruction and the mass killing (often via nerve gas) of young men. In this final summer prior to US involvement in what would become known as the “war to end all wars,” the nation was not without military activity at its own borders. In late June, President Wilson ordered 100,000 National Guardsmen to the Mexican border to patrol against attacks from Mexican rebel Pancho Villa. Villa and his soldiers had crossed over into New Mexico and Texas and committed cold-blooded crimes during the previous five months. Now they were being pursued into the heart of Mexico by the troops of legendary general John J. Pershing.

			Since the move into the twentieth century and the emergence of the industrial revolution, the world and the United States seemed to be making steady progress on scientific, technological, and manufacturing fronts. While there were only eight thousand registered passenger vehicles in the United States in 1900, the total soared to over a million and a half by 1916. The car at this time was still only a slightly superior replacement for the horse and buggy, and expectations of its performance didn’t necessarily mean that it was to speed along the highway. These vehicles were also very difficult to heat. During the winter, motorists would have to fill metal crates with hot coals to place at their feet in order to keep warm. In 1908, the Model T sold for $850. With Henry Ford’s mass production techniques, however, he turned out almost two thousand cars a day and the price of a Model T dropped to $360. Dusty, muddy, and hazardous roads were being improved with paving, and the automobile was no longer a mechanical curiosity. President Wilson was the last US president to be driven to his inauguration in a horse-drawn carriage.

			Sparked by the war in Europe, the American economy in 1916 reached new and unprecedented heights of prosperity. Such a climate encouraged people like Seattle timber magnate William Boeing to hire twenty-one carpenters and seamstresses to build fifty Model C biplanes for the navy. The use of telephones at this time was becoming more common but still only in affluent households or thriving businesses.

			Communication by commercial or military radio was not yet in use, and ships at sea still depended on wireless telegraph transmissions. Telegrams and letters were the main method of private long-distance communication. Telegrams were even used for intracity emergency messages. Newspapers stood as a flourishing medium to provide information to the hungry masses. The print medium of a hundred years ago, at least in the form of its many daily papers, used a sensationalist writing style. It was as if every city paper was in staunch competition, and the accepted method to deal with such a contest (or combat) was to provide headlines and story “facts” that would outshock a rival. This approach did not necessarily advocate fabrication, but it allowed for a tenuous standard of accuracy when eliciting witness testimony. If the information provided in a story was not riveting in itself, the flowery writing style of the period would more than make up for the mundane subject.

			While the world at large was seeing a great many changes, both beneficial and hazardous, medical science was a step behind in its capability to care for new threats to mankind. In the early part of the century, longevity was a major challenge. The swine flu epidemic of 1917, for example, in a world without antibiotics, killed a great many people because of secondary bacterial pneumonia. The World War was being fought without the availability of even basic antibiotics, and successful blood transfusion was only in its infancy. Surgeons were, however, able to perform skin grafting, and antiseptics made the chances of a patient surviving surgery much greater. On the civilian level, there were no ambulance services or any great emergency aid systems. For the unstable patient whose blood pressure was dropping from blood loss or shock, the only hope was to get him to the hospital operating room where saline infusion (saltwater intravenous) and experimental stimulants would be administered. Stimulants such as epinephrine (trade name Adrenalin) were being tried to stabilize a deteriorating trauma victim at this period, and it was also known to help lung congestion in congestive heart failure. In 1916, it was even used intraspinally as an experimental agent to treat the symptoms of infantile paralysis.

			Of all the natural plagues of the first half of the 1900s, infantile paralysis, commonly known to us as polio, was one of the most devastating and frightening. Its original name was derived from the misconception that children were its sole victims. Polio, an acute viral infection, presented with fever, headache, stiff neck, and rigid back. Sometimes total paralysis of various muscle groups would be seen. When the respiratory muscles were affected, death was often inevitable. The virus multiplied in the intestines of its host and spread by oral contact with contaminated food or water. Sewage, flies, fly-contaminated food, community pools (predating chlorination), and lakes all played a role in spreading the disease prior to the Salk vaccine of the 1950s. A holdover from precautionary days is the sign at our local pools that states: shower before entering pool. Today, epidemiologic studies site poor hygiene and sanitation, city living, and hot summer months as risk factors contributing toward an eruption of widespread outbreaks. One of the worst of such epidemics occurred in 1916. In that fateful summer, New York City was the first area to be stricken by the deadly disease. Hundreds of children were afflicted by the lethal paralysis on a daily basis. Hundreds more attempted to flee the confines of the city to escape what they presumed to be a breeding ground for the deadly germ. When the first few Philadelphia cases were diagnosed during the summer, city residents immediately implicated invading New York children as the cause. So great was the concern about infected children transmitting the disease that guards were stationed at New York/New Jersey borders to keep all persons under the age of sixteen from entering the Garden State unless a medical certificate testified to the fact that they had not been recently exposed to polio patients. In the end, New Jersey recorded 4,055 cases with some counties reporting an infection rate of one in one hundred people.

			World political affairs, dilemmas in medical treatment, and industrial advancements dominated much of the scene in the months and years preceding US participation in World War I. Zoology and other natural sciences also saw change in the form of research-based analysis and acquisition of data. The US Life-Saving Service (predecessor to the Coast Guard), for example, would often encounter interesting species of fishes and developed a program of shipping the specimens to assorted museums throughout the country. Amateur naturalists and sportsmen also contributed data from their catches to the growing pool of academic knowledge.

			In the 1700s, Swedish naturalist Carolus Linnaeus established a formal system of animal classification. Not only his peers but future generations of biologists used Linnaeus’s system as a template to which they added details, facts, and whole species. For a scientific specialist to acquire a particular specimen and scrutinize its anatomy in a laboratory environment was fairly uncomplicated. Other less obvious features—such as maximum length, weight, and, more important, behavior—were sometimes left to conjecture or even to the imagination. Direct observation and description of a mounted specimen is one thing, but the opportunity to analyze the natural behavior and habits of a wild species is a much more complex and difficult task. If a knowledge deficit existed among the naturalists and scientists of 1916, it was not merely secondary to undiscovered lab and field data; it also must have related to the fact that many exotic animals were out of reach in remote or undeveloped regions. It would take years of organized expeditions, financial backing, determination, and even luck to answer many questions that books and exhibits simply could not reveal.

			Even today, countless creatures that inhabit the deep sea are true mysteries to all of us. In 1938, fishermen working in the Indian Ocean, off South Africa, discovered a strange metallic-blue fish almost six feet long. The creature was a coelacanth, the descendant of an ancient line of fishes thought to be extinct for seventy million years. It was only within the last twenty years that the bizarre-looking megamouth shark was discovered. (The first megamouth was accidentally snared by a naval anchor in the Pacific in 1976.) It is not surprising then to expect the scientists of 1916 to have a fairly primitive if not inaccurate appraisal of many aspects of the natural history of sharks. In 1915, Mr. J. Ernest Williamson and his brother spent weeks in a submarine chamber (bathysphere) in the West Indies to view sharks under “direct observation.” This was an opportunity to study the shark “under natural conditions that seems never to have been granted before to anyone.”* The men were particularly interested in taking motion pictures of the shark during feeding. After using assorted baits to attract curiosity in the sharks, the men finally resorted to the carcasses of slaughtered calves “made available by a fortunate chance.” The patient pair described how one shark appeared and circled the bait in a very timid fashion. The shark disappeared only to return a short time later with a companion. The process repeated itself over the next six hours until a school of more than thirty sharks was inspecting the quarry. The men then witnessed a snap by a single shark at the hanging bait that triggered a ferocious, all-out attack on the carcasses. The viciousness was so blinding that the sharks were noted to attack one another. What the Williamson brothers observed, for the first time, was the prototypical shark “feeding frenzy.” The graphic details of the feeding sequence lends credence to the experiment’s authenticity, yet, the observers did estimate some of the sharks to be as long as thirty feet. This suggests at least some exaggeration in their data (unless, of course, their porthole combined with the water acted as a magnifying glass). The men justifiably emphasized the ferocity of the feeding sharks and some of their observations were recorded in London’s Knowledge magazine and the New York Times.

			Despite the efforts of the Williamsons and scores of reports from around the globe relating to the tenacity and man-eating potential of large sharks, it was clear that from 1891 to July 1916 the scientific world expressed the firm view that sharks will not attack a living man, at least not in temperate waters. The community of scholars who were touted as the premier authorities on shark behavior included a commissioner of fisheries, a museum director, an ichthyologist, and a steamship-line mogul.

			The first and most famous gesture to raise public and academic awareness to the risk of a shark attacking a human came from millionaire banker and adventurer Hermann Oelrichs. Oelrichs was certainly an impressive character and was known as much for his intensely likeable personality and mental acuity as he was for his physical prowess. By the age of forty, Oelrichs stood as the New York representative of the North German Lloyd Steamship Company and was rubbing elbows with the likes of Titanic’s White Star Line executive, Joseph Bruce Ismay. He was even an instrumental figure in introducing the game of polo to America. Despite his status as one of the richest men in the United States and his marriage to a senator’s daughter, he would often tempt fate by the dangerous act of swimming out of New York Harbor to greet vessels of his steamship line when they were still miles from entering port. Near the end of his challenging swim, Oelrichs would often lure the vessel toward him, his antics convincing the ship’s captain that he was a swimmer in need of assistance. Each time a captain would direct his crew to help Oelrichs aboard, the robust and invincible Oelrichs would refuse the helping hand and demand that he be able return to shore under his own power.

			Twenty-five years before the infamous New Jersey attacks, Hermann Oelrichs put the shark question to a practical test by offering, through the columns of the New York Sun, a reward of $500 “for an authenticated case of a man having been attacked by a shark in temperate waters [in the US, North of Cape Hatteras, North Carolina].” The subject of the true threat of shark bites on human beings was also addressed by articles in Forest and Stream in 1897, in the New York Times in the summer of 1915, and at other times by US government officials.

			Neither the Oelrichs reward nor US government publications elicited authenticated evidence of an attack. There were anecdotal accounts of attacks taking place in Georgia, Florida, Cuba, and the Gulf of Mexico, and the Times article in August 1915 did trigger other reports (in the form of letters to the editor) of attacks from the distant past. One letter, from a reader in East Orange, New Jersey, testified to three known attacks in Sydney, Australia. In that correspondence, three boys on separate occasions and in assorted locations of Sydney Harbor were allegedly attacked at a time when it was common practice to dispose of blood and offal from meat factories directly into the harbor. One of the boys involved in the Sydney attacks was said to have been dangling his legs from a dock when his foot was seized, and he was dragged into the water never to be seen again. Another letter writer, from Glen Cove, New York, sent in an account considered very unusual by the mere fact that it occurred in the northeastern United States. “In 1870,” the man wrote, “off Horton’s Point on Long Island Sound, a crewman from a schooner that had stalled in the wind, went for a quick swim off the vessel. Fellow shipmates suddenly spotted a shark closing in on him and began to shout warnings as they got out on a lifeboat for a rescue attempt. Before the men got to the crewman, the shark had grabbed his hip. The struggling victim attempted to blind the marauder and, as the boat approached, the shark let go.” The injured man was reportedly treated for several weeks in Greenport, Long Island, and survived the ordeal. “This story,” the writer states, “was told to him by a sailor who resided in Greenport.”

			Unfortunately, most of the early accounts and recollections of shark attack cases were predominately the product of hearsay and were contributed by nonacademic members of the general public. One letter, however, was submitted by none other than Dr. Frederic A. Lucas, director of the American Museum of Natural History. Then recognized as America’s foremost expert on sharks, Dr. Lucas responded to the Times article with what he considered to be “two fairly reliable references” from excerpts he had earlier received after his work on the Forest and Stream article of 1897. The accounts describe a man who lost his leg near a meat-cutting wharf in Bombay and a fatal attack at sea off the Hawaiian Islands. Lucas explained these as situations in which the shark was “provoked” and was inshore responding to obvious stimuli. Despite his contribution of these accounts, in April of 1916, Lucas made it quite clear that he was one of the greatest skeptics of the assertions that sharks are capable of exhibiting man-eating behavior under natural and common circumstances or in temperate waters. Over and over, members of the scientific community would view the threat of shark attack, at least in nontropical waters, a nonissue. Dr. Hugh M. Smith, US Commissioner of Fisheries, and Dr. H. F. Moore, Deputy Commissioner of the Fisheries Service in Philadelphia, each concurred that, except for the possibility of rare attacks in the tropics, shark attacks against man are not recorded in history. Moore mentioned that he knew of one rare case when, in the Fiji Islands, a native woman was bathing in a river some distance from salt water when she lost one of her legs to a shark.

			During the early twentieth century, the migratory habits and range locations of sharks were also thought to be understood. James M. Meehan, State Fish Commissioner of Pennsylvania and one-time Philadelphia Aquarium director, felt that only harmless sharks inhabited near-shore waters. He also felt that if a powerful and aggressive pelagic (deep sea) shark were to stray into shallow water, that shark would certainly be a harmless juvenile version. Other shark researchers proposed that sharks were commonly great travelers that cover enormous distances in an incredibly short length of time. This view was not necessarily incorrect and modern data does support such a view, at least for some species. Such a proposition on speedy, long-distance-swimming movement was based not on tagging studies, however, but on a famous case in which documents were recovered in a shark’s stomach. In that case, an eighteenth-century American privateer captain in Jamaican waters was found guilty of documented crimes against the British because of papers he had thrown overboard that very soon after were recovered from a captured shark’s stomach off the coast of Haiti. The “shark’s papers” were said to have been preserved and exhibited at the Institute of Jamaica in Kingston.

			In an analysis of the species’ specific inhabitancy ranges reported in publications during this period, assorted authorities cited climatic locations somewhat different from what we know of shark populations today. In all fairness to these devoted scientists and naturalists, however, as we shall see, the range/migratory impressions of these early twentieth-century shark mavens, although at odds on several accounts with our current knowledge, may not necessarily have been incorrect, but simply different.

			Among the shark species mentioned by the experts as possessing “dangerous potential,” were the tiger shark, the blue shark, and the great white (also known as the man-eater). G. Brown Goode, US Fish Commissioner in 1881, states in one of his early reports that from the Chesapeake Bay to New England, between 1820 and 1860, only three specimens of the man-eating (great white) variety were sighted on the Atlantic coast, and their average recorded length was nine feet. Dr. Bashford Dean, head curator at the Smithsonian Institution at that time, did not believe that a white or tiger shark had ever been identified north of Cape Hatteras. As alluded to earlier, the documented maximum lengths reported by some renowned scientists (other than Goode) was often grossly inaccurate as well. Some shark specialists identified the maximum length of the great white to be in the forty-foot range! Today, we know the white shark to reach a length of a little over twenty feet, but only on the rarest of occasions.

			Of all the shark lore of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the topic of unprovoked shark attacks, in which a beast would sever a person’s bones or otherwise produce fatal wounds, was viewed with the most academic skepticism. Two curators at Philadelphia’s Academy of Natural Sciences, the oldest institution of its kind in America, were among the many to dispute a shark’s man-eating prowess. Dr. Henry W. Fowler, a prominent ichthyologist, and Dr. Henry Skinner, an eminent scientist, asserted that no shark could bite off a man’s leg with a single bite. The gentlemen even went so far as to declare that sharks do not possess the power in their jaws that would be expected from their enormous size.

			One scientist of this period who seems, at least in retrospect, to stand out for the reasonable accuracy of his assertions on great white population ranges and capacity for lethal behavior, was William T. Hornaday, director of the New York Zoological Park. Hornaday cited the range of the white shark population to be that of “the northern Atlantic coast to Australia and to California.” He considered the man-eating capability of the white to be far from myth and also believed that one shark-related fatality in northern waters did indeed occur in 1830 when a man-eating shark overturned a fishing boat in Massachusetts and killed the swamped fisherman.

			Just two months before the devastating attacks in 1916, there is no doubt that three New York–based individuals distinguished themselves as the resident experts on sharks in temperate waters. John Treadwell Nichols, curator of the Fishes Wing of the American Museum of Natural History, and Robert Cushman Murphy, director of the Brooklyn Museum, collaborated on a Brooklyn Museum Science Bulletin (April 24, 1916) where they discussed “Long Island Fauna—The Sharks.” In their publication, they provided a meticulous presentation of the anatomy and natural history of the nineteen cited shark species in that region. Drs. Nichols and Murphy also touched on the question of shark attacks. “Few authenticated cases exist of their attacking a living man in the water,” the authors wrote. They did give deserved respect to the great white as a potential man-eater, however, but mentioned that the white is a rare fish in all locales and that it is a popular fallacy to call just any large shark a man-eater. Despite their apparent knowledge on the subject of attacks, Nichols and Murphy felt compelled to defer the final opinion on the matter to Dr. Frederic Lucas, director of the American Museum.

			At the request of the writers, Dr. Lucas has very kindly written for this bulletin the subjoined account relating to the status of sharks as man-eaters. Dr. Lucas’s long experience, coupled with his repeated critical investigations of ‘shark stories’ that arise perennially along our seacoast, eminently fit him to write with finality upon the subject so generally misapprehended.

			Dr. Lucas used this opportunity to make definitive statements regarding his conclusions on shark attacks and the true danger from sharks. He stated that not a summer would pass without stories coming from New Jersey and Long Island about a large man-eater being caught. In the end, Lucas stated, “the shark turns out to be a harmless, if ugly-looking, sand shark.” Lucas did admit that the white shark and the blue shark were truly dangerous species, but reported that no full-grown individual of this variety was ever caught within hundreds of miles of New York.

			In reference to the mechanics of an attack, Lucas not only questioned the authenticity of unprovoked attacks but also questioned a shark’s physical capability to perform such an act. “There is a great difference between being attacked by a shark and being bitten by one,” Lucas wrote. He felt that if a shark were tangled in a net or in the process of active feeding around offal, a person may simply be bitten by pure and understandable accident. Most striking, however, were Lucas’s assertions relating to a shark’s jaw power and cutting capacity. Dr. Lucas did not even believe that a thirty-foot shark (it was his assumption that a shark would grow to this length) could directly sever a human bone with one snap and notes that a shark “is not particularly strong in the jaws.” In a Philadelphia Inquirer article of July 1916, Dr. Fowler agreed with Lucas’s view by stating that “it is beyond the power even of the largest Carcharodon to sever the leg of an adult man.” Dr. Murphy also supported Lucas’s contentions by detailing his disappointment in witnessing a shark struggle in tearing the blubber of a whale carcass as well as that of a dead sea lion. Lucas concluded the discussion by challenging the reader to consider severing a leg of lamb at one stroke during carving and emphasized that the bones of a sheep are much lighter than those of a man.

			Part of the influence of Dr. Lucas’s firm stance on the issue of shark attack was the fact that in his boyhood, he spent four years at sea. Lucas’s father was a New England clipper ship captain and, by the age of six, Lucas had crossed the Atlantic at his father’s side and had already joined his dad on two round-the-world voyages before his eighteenth birthday. Over the course of his many childhood seafaring adventures, he never met a man who had been attacked by a shark or even one who knew of such an incident. Additionally, Lucas later disregarded attack accounts as unreliable hearsay or irrelevant to the debate over true unprovoked attacks or at least unrelated to potential attacks in temperate waters. Most important, Lucas placed great significance on the fact that the much publicized Oelrichs reward was never claimed during the millionaire’s lifetime. For these reasons Dr. Lucas stated that the danger of being attacked by a shark “is infinitely less than that of being struck by lightning and that there is practically no [Dr. Lucas’s emphasis] danger of an attack from a shark about our coasts.” At this point, to appreciate the impending implications of the strong scientific assertions is relatively easy.

			The picture of the summer of 1916 would be unfinished, however, if a few words were not devoted toward a depiction of the splendid social setting that dominated the Jersey Shore. While President Wilson preached “neutrality” in an attempt to keep America from the ugliness of World War I, our great grandparents and grandparents would promenade on the wide boardwalks and partake in basic leisure activities that were unknown to the generations before them. The Garden State at this time was a collection of bountiful farms and an industrial dynamo of cities that, to many, existed as a mere corridor in the shadows of New York and Philadelphia. Unlike the second-class billing that much of the north and western regions of the state may have received, the Jersey Shore, on the other hand, was a region spoken of in nothing less than superlatives.

			The Jersey Shore is simply the portion of the state that faces the Atlantic Ocean. It extends from the northern part of the Sandy Hook peninsula to the larger peninsula at Cape May. It is flanked on the northern end by the Raritan Bay and on the southern end by the Delaware River. The Delaware River actually cuts the western boundary of the state, essentially making New Jersey a peninsula in itself. With Philadelphia and Baltimore to its south, and New York and Boston to its north, New Jersey has long stood as the gateway between the country’s most industrious cities. Let us not forget that shipping on large sailing vessels was the mode of transportation of the time. Cargo and passenger vessels along the Jersey Shore were as common as the cargo truck on the modern highway.

			The Garden State’s shoreline stretches along the geographic breast of the continent, 127 miles’ worth. Its beaches are essentially the divisions between inlets and small rivers and are, on average, raised only a few feet above the tide level. The beaches consist almost exclusively of white sand, and, in the times before development, the western boundaries of the beachfront were made up of cedars, oaks, pines, and grasses, with an assortment of wild fruits, like beach plums, fox grapes, and huckleberries. The many existing freshwater ponds that extend right up to the shoreline are favorite spots for migrating fowl like swans, Canadian geese, and mallards.

			Since the Civil War period through the first decades of the twentieth century, the northern Jersey Shore received regular visits from the likes of Mary Todd Lincoln and no fewer than eleven US presidents. Cape May, New Jersey, may have be the country’s oldest seaside resort, but Long Branch was the first one that catered to the elite and, for a time, was easily the most celebrated American summer resort. Long Branch’s celebrity status was followed closely by Asbury Park and Atlantic City. Long Branch was even referred to as “Summer New York” because every season, Manhattan’s fashionable society moved with all its decadent habits to the shore. Ragtime, the syncopated rhythms and energetic melodies of early jazz, were now finding their way from New York City to some of the boardwalk auditoriums and hotels along the Jersey Shore.

			Five miles south of Long Branch, Asbury Park was the chosen vacation spot for other wealthy world travelers, and with Victorian suburbs (which still flourish today) like Ocean Grove, Spring Lake, Allenhurst, Elberon, and Deal, the Jersey Shore basked in a grandeur comparable to that of Palm Beach, the French Riviera, the Hamptons, Cape Cod, and Martha’s Vineyard. Prior to commercial air travel and air-conditioning, the eight-mile bluff from Asbury Park to north Long Branch seemed to be the perennial favorite summer hideaway region for the rich and famous.

			Diamond Jim Brady, the Guggenheim brothers, Buffalo Bill Cody, Babe Ruth, popular actress Maggie Mitchell, and tenor Enrico Caruso are but a few of the legends who sought out the Shore for home or respite. Let us also not forget that Jackie Gleason’s famous television show Honeymooners cited their honeymoon location as Asbury Park. In Elberon alone, presidents U. S. Grant and James Garfield owned large summer homes. When President James Garfield realized he was destined to succumb to a progressive infection from an assassin’s bullet in September 1881, he asked the White House staff to transport him away from Washington’s stifling heat to allow him to enjoy his last days amid the refreshing sea breeze of the Jersey Shore.

			In late spring of 1916, President Wilson decided that the summer transfer of the White House executive offices should be to either Asbury Park or Long Branch. By mid-July, Wilson not only went forward with the summer translocation, but he decided that he would regularly visit those two sites. Congressman Thomas Scully, of Deal, New Jersey, received a handwritten communication from Wilson on his decision to come to New Jersey. In the letter to Scully, Wilson wrote, “The only thing I can say is that I will come. New Jersey means too much to me to make any other answer possible.” His residence would be the magnificent Shadow Lawn mansion in West Long Branch and the executive headquarters/summer capital would be situated in the Asbury Park Trust Company Building. Conveniently, Wilson’s personal secretary, Joseph P. Tumulty, was already a summer resident of Asbury Park. The spacious summer headquarters occupied the entire fifth floor of the Trust building, which stood at the most conspicuous business corner of the city. In what was turning out to be one of the warmest summers and one of the hottest political campaigns in recent history, the summer capital building would not only house presidential activities, but would also become the center for voting returns for Wilson’s reelection in November. The windows of the executive chambers, however, provided Wilson some tranquility as they gave a superb view of the ocean, the lakes, and the wooded countryside.

			As an aside, in July 1916, a controversy over two misplaced ballot “X’s” in a Glendale, Florida, school bond issue vote went all the way to the Florida Supreme Court, as did various cases rekindled during the tumultuous US presidential election of 2000.

			In early July, William G. McAdoo, secretary of the Treasury, would settle in a few miles south of Asbury Park at his summer home in lavish Spring Lake. By July 8, he was greeting the northeast’s elite at a reception at Spring Lake’s spectacular Essex & Sussex Hotel. In attendance at the “who’s who” party would be New Jersey governor James E. Fielder, Senator Oliver H. Brown, and the governor’s staff physician and surgeon general of the New Jersey National Guard, Colonel William G. Schauffler. It is no wonder that every major metropolitan newspaper’s society columns had references to towns on the Jersey Shore, where the large ornate hotels enjoyed an international reputation for food and service to entice the wealthy.

			As the elite enjoyed such seaside luxuries, the rest of the nation was savoring its “age of innocence.” Emerging from the Victorian years of the late 1800s, people were now enjoying newfound leisure time. Baseball and boxing were generally considered America’s favorite spectator sports, with the “Babe” playing pitcher for the Boston Red Sox in 1916. Monmouth Park Racetrack on the outskirts of Long Branch was and still is a favorite gambling getaway for those who preferred the excitement of the races to that of boardwalk sight-seeing. The shore was particularly attractive because of opportunities for golfing, bicycling, and the horse betting. It was, however, the shore’s vibrant ocean and moody shoreline that attracted the most interest. Both the filthy rich and the
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“Natural history, animal behavior, American history, and pure detective work.”
—Chicago Tribune
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