The bit

stuft

A gripping tale of shark attacks

on the Jersey shore in 1916

By MICHAEL GILTZ

harks are back in the head-

lines: Worldwide attacks hit

a reported high lase vear, and
in Davtona Beach, Fla, a few
weeks aeo, a number of “nip-
ping" incidents were reported.

As  Pulitzer Prize-nominated
writer Michael Capuzzo points
out, “You're more likely to die
from a bee sting or a construcs
tion accident. But people are so
fascinated by the pnmal fear,
they dant want to hear that.”

Capuzzo feeds that fear with
*Close to Shore,” a gripping de-
piction of the New Jersey shark
attacks that sent shivers down
the nation’s spine in 1916,

Due out this Tuesday, “Close
to Shore™ deftly sets the stage
for panic: At the beginning of
the 1900s. going to the beach for
leisure was just catching on with
the public, and bold young men
who dove inmto the surl were
considercd daredevils. Scientists
were convinced sharks were
harmless to humans.

S0 when newspapers breath-
lessly recounted the horror of
five shark atacks (and four
deaths) in just 12 days in July
1916, the outcry was so great that
even the president got involved.

While researching another
novel, Capuzzo stumbled across
a vague reference to these once-
famous attacks and thought he
had a good story.

({He wasn't alone. Author Rich-
ard Fernicola also has a book on
the attacks: *Twelve Days of
Terror.”)

Intense debate rages to this
day as to whether all the attacks
were the work of one rogue
shark. But the memory of that

SUMMer  rampage
is still  strong
among scientises.

“Ir's the Babe
Ruth of sharks™
SIVS Capuzzo,

who lives with his
wife on a l0-acre
former farm in
rural New Jersey.
“All the shark bi-
ologists know
about it.”

He spent  the
next two years re-
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knowledge of med-
icine. But when his
beloved son, Charles,
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“tracking down 358 pages, 524.95 boy slowly die. He

rare copies of old newspapers,
stumbling across posteards writ-
ten by wvisitors to the shore and
visiting the sites of the attacks.”

Even though there is reference
to the story in the movie “Jaws™
and it served as one of the inspi-
rations for Peter Benchley's
novel, Capuzzo knows the aver-
age person has never heard it

*1 liked the idea of bringing
something back into history that
had been sort of lost.”

Capuzzo even gets into the
mind of the shark, imagining
where it might be in the water,
the scents it might be coming
across, and the curiosity it feels
about this new prey.

He also gets into the minds of
the people. Almost every chap-
ter introduces a vivid new per-
son who becomes involved with
the shark attacks.

There's Dr. Eugene Vansant,
who takes his family to a resort
for vacation. A bold new “spe-
cialist,” Dr. Vansant flies against
the tradition that demands a
doctor have a generalized

spends the rest of his life
haunted by the idea that if he'd
been more of a gencralist, he
might have saved his son.

Equally compelling is Frederic
Lucas, the head of the American
Museum of Natural History,
who insists to newspapers
around the world that these so-
called attacks couldn't possibly
be the work of a shark — onlv to
later recant after being per-
suaded he was wrong.

Also striding onto the stage is
a famous actress who wards off
a possible shark attack by strik-
ing the water in front of her; a
little boy who takes a dip in a
creek miles from the ocean, only
to have a shark brush past him
on its way to another attack; and
Mrs, Childs, the grande dame
who spies one of the first vic-
tims being pulled onto the beach
and swings into action.

“I love Mrs. Childs and the
clarity of that scene,” says Ca-
puzzo. “That was the moment
when the sea monster enters the
20th century, sort of replacing

“People are fascinated by the primal fear,” says Michael
Capuzzo, the author of “Close to Shore: A True Story of Ter-
ror in an Age of Innocenca™ (inset).

Melville’s whale, So many peo-
ple witness the body being taken
out of the water that it really is
the first pre-"Jaws® hysteria.”

Other memorable moments?
Termrified citzens tossing dyvna-
mite into a river where the shark
was spotted. and the absurd fi-
nale: a pitched battle between
the beast and a man who beats it
off with only an ear. (It's no sur-
prise Hollywood is already nib-
bling at the book.)

Alter two yvears of exhaustive
research, Capuzeo s stll fasci-
nated by sharks and how rela-
tively little we know about them.

“They are built to be the :nru
predator — 1o be more or less
invincible and to kill everything
that needs to be killed,” says Ca-
puzzo,

“They heal quickly from
wounds, and their teeth roll out
on a regular basis and are re-
placed. God or Mother Mature
doesn't want the apex predator
to suffer from a ehipped or yel-
low tooth.”

Still, that hasn't spooked him
from going back into the water.

“I tend to have an overly ac-
tive imagination,” he says, "but |
can't imagine being afraid to
swim.”




