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About the book

Book Overview: Close to Shore  

*Author: Michael Capuzzo*  

  

In the gripping narrative *Close to Shore,* Michael Capuzzo unveils the

chilling true events of the 1916 shark attacks that shook the Jersey Shore.

This historical account immerses readers in a pivotal summer when America

was on the cusp of modernity, yet faced an unforeseen terror lurking beneath

the ocean surface. As the public indulged in seaside pleasures, an invisible

menace challenged their sense of security and reshaped their understanding

of the natural world.  

  

Capuzzo skillfully combines atmospheric storytelling with meticulous

research, presenting a fascinating intersection of science, folklore, and

human experience. His portrayal not only reveals the confrontation between

civilization and the untamed wild but also prompts readers to explore the

impact of fear on society's perception of nature.  

  

Prepare to be enthralled by this compelling account that illustrates the race

for safety and knowledge against the backdrop of a rapidly changing world.

*Close to Shore* will engage you fully, from start to finish, leaving a lasting

impression about our relationship with the environment.
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About the author

Profile: Michael Capuzzo

Occupation: Journalist & Author  

Nationality: American  

Overview:  

Michael Capuzzo stands out as a prominent figure in American journalism

and literature, renowned for his compelling non-fiction works that combine

thorough research with a captivating narrative style.

Notable Work:  

His most acclaimed book, "Close to Shore," vividly recounts the harrowing

shark attacks of 1916 on New Jersey's coast. This gripping tale is a testament

to Capuzzo's talent for weaving historical events into dramatic narratives.

Education:  

Capuzzo is a proud alumnus of Northwestern University's Medill School of

Journalism, where he laid the foundation for his successful career.

Career Highlights:  

With decades of experience, he has served as a feature writer for respected

publications like The Philadelphia Inquirer and the Miami Herald. His
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reporting has garnered multiple awards for its insightful and humanistic

approach.

Reputation:  

Known for his ability to explore fascinating topics with depth and nuance,

Michael Capuzzo remains a respected and influential voice in both the

literary and journalistic spheres.
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1. Chapter 1: The Calm Before the Storm: A
Summer of Change on the Jersey Shore

In the summer of 1916, the Jersey Shore was a popular retreat, a haven for

vacationers drawn by its sun-kissed beaches and the allure of the Atlantic

Ocean. However, beneath this picturesque facade lay a calm that belied the

storm of events that would soon uproot the community. This chapter

encapsulates the essence of that transformative summer, highlighting the

socio-cultural atmosphere of the time and setting the stage for the

unprecedented tensions that would arise.

The Jersey Shore had recently begun to see significant changes, with the rise

of tourism bringing a sweeping influx of visitors seeking relaxation and

recreation. Victorian traditions were beginning to give way to more modern

sensibilities, as people embraced leisure activities such as swimming,

surfing, and boating. Cities like Asbury Park, with its boardwalks and

amusement parks, were becoming synonymous with summer fun, creating a

vibrant atmosphere filled with the laughter of children and the sunbathing of

families.

Amid this backdrop of change, the social fabric of the region was woven

tightly with optimism and joy. The emerging middle class was enjoying

newfound leisure time, and industries catering to tourists flourished.

Souvenir shops, ice cream stands, and open-air concerts sprang up, while
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news of movie stars vacationing nearby fueled even more excitement and

aspiration among locals and visitors alike.

Yet, that period of buzzing activity masked a growing disconnect with

nature, particularly the ocean, which was viewed predominantly as a

playground rather than a potentially perilous environment. Many beachgoers

were unaware of the complex ecosystem that thrived beneath the waves, and

their concept of the ocean didn’t extend beyond its shimmering surface.

Swimming in such deep waters seemed innocuous, a social norm of the age

that encouraged families to frolic near the shoreline without a thought

toward the dangers lurking just beyond sight.

Coinciding with these changes was an ironic twist of fate: as more people

flocked to the shore, a greater number of sharks were also drawn into the

waters off New Jersey, in pursuit of food and habitat. The presence of sharks

in the Atlantic was not new, yet their interaction with humans had been

minimal until that fateful summer. The natural world began to inch closer to

human habitation, presenting an unforeseen juxtaposition of nature versus

the carefree spirit of summer vacationing.

With the proliferation of beach resorts and recreational activities, the local

communities were caught in a whirlwind of economic growth and the sense

of invincibility that often accompanies a boom period. Conversations were
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dominated by upcoming attractions, the disappointment of lost beach days to

rain, and the latest grand hotel that had just opened. There was a palpable air

of anticipation, a collective excitement that signified a new era at the Jersey

Shore.

This chapter, "The Calm Before the Storm," thus serves as a critical look at

the idyllic life of the Jersey Shore before the catastrophic events that would

change its narrative. It illustrates a world unaware of the impending dangers,

highlighting the simplicity of human enjoyment in contrast to the chaos that

would soon erode that very joy. The complacency and naivety of the seaside

community would soon be tested, as the ocean’s true nature would come

crashing into their lives with unabated ferocity. As they engaged in a

summer of leisure, the shadows of fate and nature slowly drew nearer,

silencing the laughter that had echoed across the sandy shores.
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2. Chapter 2: Unseen Terror: The Shark's
Predatory Nature Unleashed

The second chapter of "Close to Shore" delves deep into the

oft-misunderstood nature of sharks, particularly highlighting their predatory

instincts and the unseen terror that they can represent, especially in murky

coastal waters. Michael Capuzzo examines the biological and behavioral

traits of sharks that make them such formidable hunters, instilling a blend of

awe and fear in humans that ultimately shapes our perception of these ocean

predators.

Capuzzo begins by discussing the evolutionary history of sharks, tracing

their lineage back to over 400 million years ago. This lengthy evolutionary

period has honed their hunting skills to a fine point; sharks are equipped

with acute senses that allow them to detect prey from significant distances.

Their keen sense of smell can detect a drop of blood in immense volumes of

water, and their lateral line system allows them to sense vibrations and

movements in their environment. This acute sensory perception contributes

to their predatory nature, making them not merely opportunistic hunters but

rather highly skilled ones.

In vividly descriptive passages, Capuzzo unravels the myths surrounding

sharks, such as the idea that they are mindless killers. Instead, he presents

them as highly intelligent beings that play a crucial role in maintaining the

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


ecological balance of marine ecosystems. The instincts that drive a shark to

hunt are dictated by survival; they follow their prey and respond to

instinctual triggers ripe within their environment. Furthermore, sharks can

exhibit complex behaviors during a hunt, employing tactics such as the

approach-and-attack method, wherein they stealthily close the distance

before launching a sudden burst of speed to engulf their prey.

Capuzzo seamlessly weaves scientific insight with real-world examples,

such as the behaviors of the great white shark in the waters off the coast of

California. Observational studies have demonstrated that great whites often

employ ambush tactics, relying on their dark dorsal surface to blend in with

the ocean's depths. He posits that such predatory behaviors become

particularly pronounced during particular seasons when fish are more

abundant, yet also when people are more likely to be in the water, drawing a

direct line between shark activity and human vulnerability.

Moreover, the psychological aspect is significant; Capuzzo discusses the

human fear of sharks, which is often amplified by their enigmatic and

unseen presence beneath the water. Many beachgoers conjure images of the

terror that sharks invoke, particularly in the midst of water activities such as

swimming or surfing. This terror is not unjustified; Capuzzo references

several historical shark attacks, illustrating how fleeting moments of

inattention or proximity to schools of fish can suddenly transform a serene
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beach day into a nightmare of immense proportions.

The chapter closes with a chilling reminder that the ocean is the shark's

home, driving home the idea that humans who enter it must understand the

risks involved. It suggests that awareness and respect for these predators are

crucial for coexistence, rather than fear or hatred. The unseen terror that

sharks represent is not merely based on their capacity to inflict harm, but

rather signifies their rightful place in the ecosystem, and how ignorance of

their nature can lead to tragic encounters. Through meticulous detail,

Capuzzo balances the terrifying allure of sharks with a stark reminder of the

natural laws governing their existence.
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3. Chapter 3: Rising Panic: How the Attacks
Shook a Coastal Community

In the summer of 1916, as the Jersey Shore thrived with visitors and locals

alike, a shadow fell over the bustling beach towns, igniting fears among the

residents and tourists. Michael Capuzzo's "Close to Shore" reveals the

turmoil that ensued following a spate of shark attacks that transformed a

carefree summer into a season of panic, suspicion, and dread. 

The first signs of trouble emerged on a hot afternoon when an unexpected

tragedy struck in the small resort town of Beach Haven. A young boy,

Charles Bruder, was playing in the water, blissfully unaware of the danger

lurking beneath the waves. Minutes later, he became the first casualty of the

summer, an innocent victim of a shark attack that sent shockwaves

throughout the community. It was a brutal wake-up call that shattered the

illusion of safety that beach locales had long enjoyed. Instead of sunbathing,

children played nervously close to the shore, while parents vigilantly

scanned the water, their laughter replaced with hushed whispers of fear. 

As the news of Bruder’s death spread like wildfire, disbelief morphed into

anxiety among the coastal residents. It was unfathomable that a predator of

the ocean’s depths could dare approach so close to the shore. The locals

struggled to reconcile their cherished seaside escape with the reality of a

lurking danger. Many were on the defensive, questioning the integrity of the
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water and the viability of the coastal lifestyle they had grown accustomed to.

But the shock did not end with the death of Bruder. Within days, further

chaos erupted when a second attack occurred just north of Beach Haven.

This time, another young man, 25-year-old Lester Stillwell, became prey,

pulling onlookers into a frenzy of panic. As he disappeared into the water,

the horror of his fate left witnesses haunted, their bodies paralyzed with fear

as the shoreline remained eerily quiet, anarchic in tension.

The media amplified public anxiety, reporting each new development with

sensational headlines that incited fear. Newspapers splashed images and

accounts of the attacks across their pages, fueling the townspeople's

apprehension as visions of sharks became tethered to the supposed security

of coastal life. Local businesses that thrived on the influx of summer tourists

found themselves on the precipice of financial ruin; vacationers, once eager

to celebrate the long-awaited summer, now preferred to flee from a seaside

that no longer felt inviting but rather deadly.

Community leaders called for meetings to address the burgeoning panic,

trying to calm a populace on the brink of hysteria. Despite these efforts,

unrest permeated the streets. Fishermen reported seeing sharks lurking near

the shore, their tales intertwining with the community’s growing folklore

about the dangers hidden in the ocean depths. Parents became increasingly
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hesitant to let their children swim, with images of carnivorous hunters

pooling in their imaginations.

What was unfolding in New Jersey was not just a series of attacks but a stark

reminder of humanity's vulnerability in the face of nature's raw power.

Places that had once symbolized summer joy were now adorned with fear

and doubt. Conversely, the attacks also ignited a sense of community,

bringing people together in their shared fears, as groups would often form on

the beach, discussing the nature of the threat while vigilantly watching the

water.

Additionally, the anxiety spilled over into discussions about safety and the

perceived negligence towards ocean rivalry. Calls for increased patrols and

more stringent beach regulations echoed across the coastal towns. Leaders

contemplated shark hunts and ways to manage the public’s fear, but the

psychological scars bred from the attacks ran deep and would not easily

heal. Town gatherings turned into platforms of panic as residents exchanged

theories about how to protect their loved ones from the predators that had

disrupted their lives.

Amidst the rising panic and confusion, it was evident that the attacks had not

only transformed the beach’s environment but irrevocably altered its cultural

fabric. As Michael Capuzzo intricately details the responses to these
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assaults, he illustrates the profound impact of fear on a community once

thriving with joy. In the subsequent chapters, the hunt for answers and

solutions would take a central role as the townspeople wrestled with their

fears against the haunting reality of the ocean, leading to a historic backlash

against the very waters that had previously defined their summer bliss.
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4. Chapter 4: The Hunt for a Killer: The Search
to Stop the Menace

In the summer of 1916, as fear blanketed the Jersey Shore following a series

of shark attacks, the urgent, all-consuming hunt for the predator began. This

chapter delves into the desperate measures taken by communities and

authorities to stop the menace prowling the waters, highlighting not just the

actions of humans, but also the evolving understanding of sharks and their

behaviors during this tumultuous time.

The initial attacks along the coast ignited an extraordinary level of panic

among beachgoers. Local business owners, fishermen, and authorities felt

the pressure to act swiftly against the threat. With beaches emptying and

tourism significantly affected, the fishermen worked relentlessly to bring in

catches while keeping their eyes peeled for any signs of the elusive killer.

Many fishermen in the area found it necessary to suspend their usual

outlooks on the ocean and to instead fixate on the dangers lurking beneath

the waves. The hunt was not just for a shark; it had transformed into a fight

for survival, not only preserving lives but also protecting livelihoods.

Efforts to capture the shark ranged from the mundane to the extreme.

Fishermen resorted to using large nets and hooks, baiting them with

everything from fish to the grisly remnants of previous catches in the hopes

of luring the predator close to shore. Stories circulated among the locals,
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tales of large shadows stalking their loved ones as they swam, intensifying

the urgency for tangible action. Some even suggested that the townsfolk

employ the traditional methods of hunting, setting up makeshift camps on

the beaches equipped with pitchforks and harpoons, echoing a time when

man often fought nature directly.

The climax of this search involved a dramatic expedition led by Captain

Alfred J. B. Glassell Jr., who orchestrated a quest for the predator using a

combination of traditional fishing techniques and burgeoning scientific

methods. Glassell was not just fishing; he was revolutionizing hunting

methods by employing a more strategic approach, utilizing sonar and

observing the migratory patterns of sharks. His team's efforts, including the

use of the then-nascent understanding of marine biology, showcased

humanity's attempt to reclaim control over a resource that seemed wild and

uncontrollable. Despite the risks, Glassell's approach was steeped in the

hope of transforming public perception of the predator that had turned

against them.

Meanwhile, public sentiment began to fracture in response to the attacks.

The media heightened fears, characterizing the shark as an insatiable killer.

The sheer horror of continued attacks on bathers fueled their narrative, and it

became a race not just against a predator but also against the perception of

safety at the beach. Reports buzzed through towns and the airwaves about
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the need to take drastic actions—calling for hunts to diminish the shark

population itself, allowing the public to vent their fear through the spectacle

of the hunt.

One particularly notable event during this time occurred when a dead shark

was finally caught in the surf near Beach Haven. Initially, it brought a sense

of relief—until, upon dissection, it was revealed not to contain the remains

of any victims. This discovery led to a moment of re-evaluation among both

the public and the fishermen regarding the identity of the attacker and their

behaviors. It was an illustration of the disconnect between human perception

of danger and the realities of the natural world. As the search continued, the

stakes only grew higher, transforming into a locally branded operation with

names and faces emerging that charged the hunt with local pride and

urgency.

Community-led initiatives to reduce fear resulted in lifeguards doubling their

efforts, patrols increasing, and warning systems being put in place that

would have lasting impacts on how beaches managed safety. Tension hung

in the air; with each day without an explanation, the sensation of foreboding

seemed to grow stronger, and with it, the resolve of communities to protect

their shores against all threats—natural or otherwise.

As the chapter closes, we see the complexities woven into the narrative of
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the hunt. The efforts represented a dual-faced battle: one against a physical

predator and the other against the fear gripping communities. The sheer

unpredictability of sharks becoming an enemy that summer insists on a

deeper understanding of marine life and its delicate balance with the human

world. The existing horrors of that season became a turning point, prompting

not only the locals but eventually the world, to embark on a journey toward

establishing greater coexistence with nature—emphasizing safety as both a

responsibility and a profound respect for life that dwells beneath the waves.
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5. Chapter 5: Lessons Learned: The Impact of
the Shark Attacks on Future Generations

The shark attacks of 1916 on the Jersey Shore were not merely sensational

headlines; they left an indelible mark on society, catalyzing a profound shift

in human understanding of marine life, public safety, and environmental

consciousness. In the wake of these traumatic events, a paradigm emerged

that defined how future generations approached the ocean, reshaping

perceptions not only of sharks but also of beach safety and oceanic

ecosystems.

One of the prime lessons learned from these shark attacks was the essential

need for improved safety protocols at beaches. The widespread panic and

fear that ensued following the attacks prompted local authorities to reassess

their approach to lifeguarding and public safety. This resulted in the

increased hiring and training of lifeguards, which became a standard practice

across coastal regions in America. Lifeguards were now equipped with

better training on how to respond to emergencies, including shark sightings

and attacks. Statistically, this shift has significantly reduced fatalities at

beaches and has paved the way for further advancements in water safety

education.

Moreover, the shark attacks ignited an interest in the scientific study of

sharks. Prior to these incidents, sharks were often considered mere mythical
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beasts of terror; however, following the 1916 events, there was a concerted

effort to understand their behavior, habitats, and significance within their

ecosystems. This surge in scientific inquiry led to the founding of various

marine biology programs and conservation initiatives dedicated to the

protection of sharks and their habitats. For example, organizations like the

Shark Research Institute emerged to promote public awareness about shark

conservation, countering the fear with knowledge. Progressively, this shift in

perspective has encouraged responsible engagement with sharks, advocating

for their preservation as vital components of ocean ecosystems.

Increasing public awareness was another crucial element resulting from the

attacks. As fear and misinformation pervaded society, movement towards

educational campaigns became necessary. Events like the 'Shark Awareness

Day' and educational programs in schools taught children and adults alike

about marine life, emphasizing the importance of empathy towards all ocean

creatures. The paradigm evolved from viewing sharks as vicious predators to

understanding them as important indicators of ocean health, leading to a

greater appreciation for biodiversity.

From a societal perspective, these shark attacks influenced popular culture,

spawning a fascination that would permeate through literature and film. The

horror genre began to incorporate sharks, compelling audiences to reconcile

their fear of the ocean with a newfound curiosity about its inhabitants.
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Works ranging from the classic novel "Jaws" to modern documentaries

highlighted the allure and danger of sharks, framing narratives that both

entertained and educated the public about life in the sea.  Through creative

storytelling, the dialogue around sharks transitioned from fear to

understanding, cultivating a complex relationship between humans and these

enigmatic creatures.

Furthermore, the increased media attention on these attacks established a

precedent for responsible journalism concerning animal attacks. Reporters

began to take into account the implications of exaggerating dangers,

understanding their influence on public perception. As such, journalistic

standards have evolved, leading to a more nuanced portrayal of animal

behavior and the surrounding environments, ultimately fostering a more

informed public.

In conclusion, the shark attacks on the Jersey Shore in 1916 served as a

catalyst for growth and learning that reverberated through generations. The

tragedies highlighted critical lessons regarding safety, scientific inquiry,

public awareness, cultural representation, and responsible media. More than

a century later, the events remain a powerful reminder of our relationship

with nature, helping to instill a greater appreciation and respect for the ocean

and its inhabitants. We move forward with the knowledge gleaned from

these attacks, understanding that coexistence, education, and preservation
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are the keys to a healthier future for both sharks and humans alike.
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