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THE SHARK ATTACK FILES

INVESTIGATING THE WORLD’S MOST FEARED PREDATOR
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Tugging on my goggles, I splash my way into the murky Gulf of Mexico. I’m a slow swimmer who plows ahead like a rusty scow. For me, a gray-haired guy with a paunch, swimming is a way of keeping the grim reaper at bay. Speaking of the grim reaper, perhaps I should block the unpleasant thought of a hungry shark.

My old friend George Burgess tells me not to fret about becoming a meal. Instead, I’m supposed to put my worry into perspective. As the longtime director of the University of Florida’s celebrated shark research lab, he points out that sharks have far more to fear from humans than humans have to fear from sharks. After all, he tells me, fishermen catch about 100 million sharks a year.

Just to keep his life interesting, though, he also curates the notorious International Shark Attack File. Nobody knows more about gape-jawed sharks and those unpleasant spreading scarlet billows. When the worst happens, reports from all over the world flow like a full-moon tide across his desk. The Sherlock Holmes of the shark world can pore through five centuries of records as he tries to figure out what happened and why.

But, he says, “We’re safer swimming at the beach than driving to the beach.” We are 33 times more likely to be killed by a dog than by a shark. We are 75 more times more likely to be fried by lightning. We are about 490,000 more likely to be hurt while sawing, hammering, drilling, or falling off a ladder. There were only six shark-attack fatalities in 2015. And only 98 attacks, which is the all-time record. Ninety-eight attacks all over the world. Your chances of becoming an unhappy statistic? About one in 11 million.

When I spend time with George, I understand why my bowels shouldn’t be in an uproar about hungry fish. Still, stuff happens. In Gainesville, his phone rings. His computer beeps with a new e-mail. The fax machine starts singing. A shark tried to eat somebody either accidentally or on purpose.

He and his assistant, Lindsay French, begin investigating by telephone, interviewing lifeguards and emergency-room doctors and perhaps somebody being fitted with a new prosthesis. More terrible are the times he has to attend an autopsy and peek beneath the sheet. “I looked at her face and I thought about how young she was, how she was someone’s daughter, and how her whole life was ahead of her.” Once, when I visited George at his office, I discovered him examining a gory photograph of a mauled victim. Blowing up the photo on his computer, he found what he was looking for, a tooth imprint on an exposed humerus, revealing the attacker as a Bull Shark.

During shark-attack season—summer in the northern hemisphere—his phone never seems to stop ringing. He’s on a first-name basis with countless reporters who want comment and context. His two on-air interviews with the Fox News’s prickly star, Bill O’Reilly, did not go swimmingly—O’Reilly was looking for a “what good are sharks?” story, and George disagreed that shark-killing frenzies make the world a safer place. Playboy magazine once told the story of George’s greatest shark investigation—more about that later—in an issue that also included photographs of Mick Jagger’s naked daughter posed “between the sheets.” “Not sure anyone read about me,” George laments.

George’s modus operandi, in case you haven’t figured it out, is to talk candidly about shark attacks. But once he’s got your attention, he uses the opportunity to advocate for shark conservation. A spectacular and misunderstood creature, a critical link in the marine food chain, the shark is in trouble. Why? Populations take a long time to reach sexual maturity. They are often caught before reproducing even once. Their meat ends up on supper plates. The final destination for their fins is often a bowl of soup somewhere in Asia.

George H. Burgess values sharks, skates, and rays—all 1,300 known species—from harmless 40-foot Whale Sharks to the Dwarf Lantern Shark that could fit on a hoagie roll. He is a fan of the dreaded White Shark that gives nightmares to bathers. The peculiar Sawfish, a relic of the dinosaur age with its spike-studded snout, is a particular favorite. When he looks out his office window at the Homo sapiens passing through the garden, his view is framed by the jaws of a Tiger Shark that looms over his cluttered desk.

George values sharks enough to capitalize their names in his books. In his thinking, a lemon shark is a Lemon Shark. An oceanic white tip is an Oceanic White Tip. Out of respect for George, and out of respect for his sharks, I’ll do the same.

I’ll be honest though. When I’m swimming in the Gulf of Mexico in murky water, about an hour before dusk, and the lifeguard has gone home, and seaweed has brushed against my foot and for an instant scared me to death, I’m not thinking about shark conservation or capital letters. I find myself worrying about the notorious Carcharhinus leucas, which in my neighborhood we call the Bull Shark.

Yes, I know the odds. I also know George has interviewed his share of folks missing a limb.

“When you wade into the ocean,” he says, “you’re wading into the wilderness. In the wilderness, anything can happen.”

* * *

Wilderness beaches lack parking meters. They feature windswept sand dunes, ghost crabs, driftwood, the sound of waves crashing on the shore. You probably will see no other human on a wild beach. A wild beach, with its endless mocking horizon, might make you feel pitifully small—because in the natural scheme of things you and I are no more or less important than other sentient creatures.

Most of us, if we’re honest, prefer our beaches at least a tad civilized. We want our cell phones to work just in case. We want a place to lie on a blanket, scrunch toes in the sand, watch the pretty whimbrels hunting minnows in the backwash. Under the beach umbrella we might read Melville with complete awe but more likely it will be the latest Carl Hiaasen while munching Cheez Doodles.

On the radio, Adele just hit the note that always raises goose bumps. An airplane sputters over the beach towing a banner that advertises the fish-sandwich joint down the way.

Civilized people live in civilized places. “A civilized city cannot scare a shark from its wharves,” Thoreau once wrote.

July 21, 2009. St. Pete Beach, Florida

She was 19, home from college, and had decided to swim off the seawall behind the family luxury home. Since childhood Jenna James and her sister Laura had been water girls. That day was like so many others. They jumped into Boca Ciega Bay from the dock, clung to a toy raft, laughed and kicked. Shark Week was playing in all its gory cable television glory that month, but nothing could possibly happen to them. Jenna and Laura were young and immortal.

As she clung to the raft, Jenna suddenly felt something powerful—and unseen—clamp down on her leg. Not something insignificant like the pinch from a blue crab, but something large and lethal. She screamed with pain and fright. Something was trying to eat her.

Whatever had her by the leg let go. Her sister Laura breast-stroked over, grabbed Jenna, and splashed toward the dock. Afraid something terrible might be coming up behind, both women scrambled up the ladder.

Laura wrapped her sister’s mauled leg in a towel. Next she called paramedics on her cell. The leg below Jenna’s right knee, bleeding and shredded, was a frightful sight. In the operating room, the surgeon repaired damage to flesh, muscle, and nerves. Once home, Jenna focused on her physical recovery. Recovering emotionally was going to be just as challenging. How could this have happened to her? In her own backyard? In a civilized St. Pete Beach neighborhood? In the twenty-first century. Young college women with their lives ahead of them aren’t supposed to be devoured by wild beasts.

One day the telephone rang. It was George Burgess calling from Gainesville. He was so sorry about what had happened to her. He asked for a photograph of the wound and suggested a ruler be added for perspective. Jenna’s Mom, Mirella, e-mailed the photo to the scientist. George examined the photo and called back. He wanted to drive down for a talk.

Jenna was less than excited about meeting George, no matter how important a scientist he was. She was trying to forget what had happened to her, not talk about it with a stranger. Her mom told her not to worry. They’d help Mr. Burgess with his investigation. It was the right thing to do.

“But we’ll make the visit short,” Mirella told her daughter.

A few days later George Burgess rang the doorbell. Mirella James didn’t know what to expect. Would he be a geeky scientist who lacked any sensitivity about her daughter’s fragile emotional state?

The man at the door was wearing a Hawaiian shirt, khaki shorts, and deck shoes. Born in 1949, he was a former hippie whose long gray hair was pulled back into an informal ponytail. He was round like Santa Claus. In fact, with his beard and apple cheeks he actually looked like the jolly old elf. When he smiled, which he did often, his eyes almost disappeared.

He was carrying jaws from a shark.

He had studied the photograph Mirella had provided. Her daughter’s attacker, he told the two women, had been a Bull Shark. Bull Sharks might be the most dangerous shark on earth. Unlike the giant and notorious White Sharks, Bulls are found in almost every ocean and routinely venture close to beaches teeming with oblivious swimmers. Fish, turtles, and marine mammals are their usual menu, but Bull Sharks can be opportunistic and aggressive if they’re hungry enough. Usually they just spit a person out. But not always. Eleven feet long and 500 pounds when full grown, they boast powerful jaws lined with triangular teeth made for tearing and shearing. Their bites are almost always serious.

In some places, you don’t even have to be swimming in the ocean to encounter a Bull Shark. They cruise bays and canals next to seawalls. Scientists have documented them a thousand miles up the Mississippi in Illinois.

George wanted to spare Jenna and her Mom one of his saddest stories. In 2000 he had investigated another Bull Shark attack on a St. Pete Beach resident in Boca Ciega Bay. Theodore Kubinski, 69, had leaped from the dock into the canal behind his house, where the unseen shark apparently was feeding on a school of mullet. The shark bite on Kubinski’s abdomen stretched from chest to hip. He bled to death.

“That shark or ones like it probably have been swimming around Boca Ciega Bay for centuries,” Burgess told me at the time. “People who go swimming in that area have come within feet of animals of similar size fairly regularly.” And never knew it.

Now, nine years later, George gently examined Jenna’s wound. “The shark was about nine feet long,” he said. “You experienced what we call an ‘exploratory’ bite. It was sampling you. I’m glad it let you go.”

Jenna and her mother liked George for saying so.

Now he picked up the jaws he had brought from Gainesville and held them next to Jenna’s wound to show her the angle of the attack. “It came at you like this,” he said. In his hands the jaws gaped open. As George moved the jaws to and fro, Jenna’s mom noticed blood dripping from George’s leg.

He had somehow bitten himself with the shark jaws.

Jenna’s mom headed for the first-aid kit in the bathroom. Fussing over the world’s shark-attack expert, the two women bandaged his leg.

“I have never been bitten by a live shark,” George explained sheepishly. “Only dead ones.”

* * *

George Burgess’s own chances of becoming a shark-bite statistic began early. An Air Force brat, he lived wherever his dad was stationed, including his favorite place—Long Island, New York. The teenage George could look at the sea and imagine what might be lurking beneath the surface. George and his dad fished for blues, stripers, and flounder. Even more interesting to George were the rarities he reeled in—the sea robins and the tommy cods.

George couldn’t wait to explore, but he had suffered from asthma as a boy and was afraid to duck his head under water. A present from his dad, a mask and snorkel, provided the cure. Soon he was checking out what Jacques Cousteau had called “the silent world.” In high school, George took his favorite marine biology teacher’s summer class and snorkeled along the rocks to hunt for lobsters and interesting fish like the sand flounder, which had the distinction of having the longest known marine species name, Pseudopleuronectes americanus.

George wanted to be a marine biologist too. His bedroom shelves were filled with jelly jars brimming with pickled minnows and odoriferous crabs. Fishes of the Gulf of Maine, by Henry Bigelow and William C. Shroeder, served as his favorite bedtime reading.

Sometimes, when he needed to clean his mask, he’d lift his head from the water and notice the charter fishing boats cruising toward shore—a signal for him to crawl from Montauk Bay and bound in bare feet across the slippery boulders to the marina. Sometimes he was so eager to find out what anglers had been catching he jumped uninvited onto a boat to check the fish box.

Most captains at Montauk indulged him. All except the notorious Frank Mundus, Long Island’s most intimidating fisherman. The colorful Mundus, who wore a safari helmet and a diamond-studded earring, had also painted one big toenail green and the other red—for port and starboard. Grizzled and profane, he was as likely to “elbow you into the water as to say hello,” George tells friends now.

Mundus once had harpooned a 17½-foot, 4,500-pound White Shark and hung it next to his boat, Cricket II, as a kind of macabre advertisement aimed at passing tourists. Mundus also harpooned small whales for bait, though it’s illegal now. If pusillanimous city dwellers found the practice grotesque, Mundus would tell them where they could stuff their criticism. In 1965, the word “conservationist” was missing from the narcissistic captain’s vocabulary.

Half a century later George remembers the time Mundus caught a Blue Shark, among the ocean’s most beautiful creatures, and hung it from the dock. Blue Sharks are a majestic cobalt blue, streamlined and fast. George longed for a set of jaws. Of course, the budding marine biologist also was curious about how a Blue Shark might taste.

Another captain might have just given the kid the jaws and a shark steak and said “enjoy.” Mundus wasn’t that captain. He charged George a few bucks for the shark’s head and a fillet just because he could.

At home, George dropped the shark head into boiling water hoping to cook away everything but the jaws. He ended up with odoriferous mush. His mother dutifully cooked a Blue Shark steak to cheer up her son. Captain Mundus had sold the boy rotten meat.

Years later, sitting in a movie theater in North Carolina, George Burgess realized that Frank Mundus was probably the model for Quint, the unpleasant captain in Jaws.

* * *

When Jaws arrived in movie houses in 1975, George was already a seasoned mariner. In high school he had toiled on lobster boats, where his job was baiting traps with rotting fish. Inevitably the older lobstermen nicknamed him the “master baiter.” George grinned about the ribald joshing. After all, the money was helping him pay for college. He got a bachelor’s degree in zoology from the University of Rhode Island and headed for the University of North Carolina for post-grad work.

That night, George and marine biologist pals were perched in the back row of the movie house when that ominous Jaws music began rumbling. They were young scientists, full of themselves, and also full of beer. As the audience squirmed with fear, they snickered. They thought the movie was kind of dumb. In one scene, the marine biologist played by Richard Dreyfuss performed an autopsy on a shark victim; marine biologists didn’t perform autopsies. In another scene, the marine biologist cut open a Tiger Shark to look for human remains. The young scientists in the theater scoffed. A Tiger Shark is a southern shark, unlikely to be cruising the temperate ocean off Massachusetts where the movie takes place.

On the screen, Richard Dreyfuss, playing the know-it-all scientist, blew up at the city official who tried to blame shark attacks on a boat propeller. “This was done by a Squalus!” Dreyfuss shouted. In the audience, the beered-up scientists rolled their eyes. A Squalus is the genus to which the Spiny Dogfish belongs. It’s a small shark typically served with chips in England.

The young biologists enjoyed making fun of the gullible dunderheads in the audience. Certainly, Jaws was a pretty good monster movie. And the nasty shark fisherman, Quint, played with grizzled aplomb by Robert Shaw, did more or less capture Frank Mundus’s misanthropy. But it was a movie, nothing more.

As time went by, though, George Burgess began to appreciate Jaws as a phenomenon. Folks who had enjoyed the beach for decades suddenly were afraid to go swimming. In Florida, where a White Shark had never attacked a swimmer, where they aren’t known to swim along shore, some bathers were scared it might happen. A shark swimming beneath a bridge had to be a White Shark.

The fellow who had written the novel on which the movie was based had done his homework. Peter Benchley had gone fishing with Frank Mundus and listened raptly to the great man’s macho tales of sharky terror. Benchley had even researched the most famous series of shark attacks in history.

Shark attacks once were so rare in America that some experts believed they were tall tales made up by sailors to scare gullible landlubbers. In 1891, in fact, a millionaire named Herman Oelrichs set out to prove that sharks were harmless, offering $500—about $10,000 in today’s money—to anyone with evidence to the contrary. Nobody claimed the prize. In a publicity stunt, Oelrichs once jumped off his boat near a feeding shark. It fled in terror.

But in 1916, 12 days in coastal New Jersey changed everything. It was a hot summer and thousands of sweltering city dwellers had fled to the beach for relief. At the same time, commercial fishermen were noticing large schools of sharks offshore.

On July 1, at the resort town of Beach Haven, Charles Vansant strolled down the stairs of the Engleside Hotel with his dog and decided to take a dip. Minutes later, sunbathers heard him yell. Was he calling the dog? No, something large and unseen had him by the legs. A bather raced out and dragged him to shore. His left thigh denuded of flesh, Vansant bled to death on the beach.

The impossible—one fatal shark attack at an American beach—had happened. Still, it was the biggest tourist week of the summer and officials kept the Jersey shore open. On July 6, about 45 miles north, at the resort town of Spring Lake, a 27-year-old bellhop at the Essex & Sussex Hotel, Charles Bruder, opted for a swim during a work break. He dove through the waves, swam briskly beyond the breakers, and lolled on his back. A witness on the beach heard a scream and looked up, thinking a red canoe had capsized. The canoe turned out to be Bruder and the red a torrent of Bruder’s blood. Lifeguards hauled him to the beach, but both legs were gone and he was dead.

Communications weren’t what they are today, so not everyone along the coast was aware of what was going on. On July 12, 30 miles north of where Bruder had died on the beach, several boys went for a swim in coastal Matawan Creek. Someone yelled “Shark!” Lester Stillwell, 11, was slow reaching the dock.

Watson Stanley Fisher heard Stillwell’s terrified screams and attempted a rescue. The shark bit him too. Both boys died from loss of blood. Thirty minutes later, a half mile down the creek, Joseph Dunn, 14, was grabbed by the leg during a swim. Twelve days and five attacks. Dunn was the only survivor.

The civilized world had seen nothing like it. Tourists canceled their Jersey Shore reservations. The U.S. secretary of the treasury urged the Coast Guard to patrol beaches. President Woodrow Wilson conferred with his cabinet. The New Jersey governor, James Fielder, offered a bounty on sharks, initiating a frenzy of shark killing.

A Barnum and Bailey employee named Michael Schleisser took a day off from taming lions to fish for the monster. He landed a 7½-foot White Shark near the mouth of Matawan Creek. The shark’s stomach contained 15 pounds of human remains.

So that’s what the writer, Peter Benchley, had to work with. As a novelist, he could embellish facts and even make things up, which he did. His White Shark, an impossibly giant 25-footer, had a taste for bathers and a vendetta against the human race. The novel was a blockbuster in 1974. The following year director Steven Spielberg’s film dominated box offices all over the world. Quint, based on Frank Mundus, got eaten.

* * *

George Burgess sometimes thinks Jaws is the worst thing to ever happen to sharks. Minutes after the credits rolled, the world exploded in a shark-catching frenzy. As the outdoors writer for a Miami newspaper, I watched it happen. Charter boats that typically targeted sailfish and mahi mahi began advertising “Monster Fishing” for sharks. Young guys in bandannas hunted them from bridges while kids rode bikes to the seawalls and began frenzied casting. Anyone who landed a big one called the paper and suggested I write a story. Sometimes, I now regret, I did, which only fueled more shark killing.

Just when people thought it was safe to go back into the water, another Jaws movie came out, followed by two awful sequels, including one in 3-D. Monster fishing was a national phenomenon applauded by sensible folks as a good idea. Like wolves and rattlesnakes, the only good shark had to be a dead one.

In 1977, when I was writing about the outdoors for a St. Petersburg, Florida, newspaper, I accompanied a crazed angler named Ron Swint to the middle of the longest bridge spanning Tampa Bay, the Sunshine Skyway. Swint hoped to catch the giant hammerhead he called “Old Hitler.” Old Hitler, he explained, was supposed to be 20 feet long. Old Hitler ate seven-foot tarpon in a single gulp. Old Hitler seemed to be the perfect name for what was supposed to be a merciless monster.

That night, Swint was armed with a rod that might have served as a pole-vault. His enormous reel, about the size of a bowling ball, was spooled with 1,000 yards of 130-pound test line. The hook? Big enough to tow a car.

The mighty angler drifted a live two-foot ladyfish—an enormous bait—into Tampa Bay. Next he tied himself to the bridge with rope stout enough to hold the Titanic. As he waited for a bite, he chattered manically as if he had swallowed a gallon of Cuban coffee. I felt like a 33 1/3 record in a 78-rpm world. It was hard to write fast enough.

Suddenly, the reel buzzed. The rod bent in two. Shark on!

“OLD HITLER!” Swint howled at the moon.

With Old Hitler headed like a locomotive toward Mexico, Swint braced his combat boots against the bridge railings. If this had been the film Jaws, I would have been dumping water on the reel to cool it off. Or the bridge would have collapsed and Swint and I would have been tossed into the bay with a resentful and hungry Old Hitler.

The parting line sounded like a rifle shot. If Swint had not bound himself to the bridge, he would have tumbled backward into oncoming traffic.

My story created a sensation as well as another frenzy of shark mania. Red-blooded males, testosterone boiling, declared war on Old Hitler and other sharks. What could be better than a photograph of a mighty angler posed with foot atop the vanquished foe and a story in the newspaper. One day I heard from my favorite old coot, Frank Cavendish, a grizzled angler who reported landing Old Hitler on a rope baited with a stingray off the Rod-and-Reel Pier in West Florida’s Manatee County. It was a big one all right, 1,386 pounds. To celebrate his conquest, Frank had jumped from the end of the pier and learned that his memorable day was about to get more exciting.

“All of a sudden, I saw this old boy heading for me,” he told me, “and I curled up in a little ball so he couldn’t bite my legs. Well, he turned away from me but swatted me with his tail. A shark’s tail is like sandpaper. That tail peeled me like an orange. It took four Manhattans and a box of Band-Aids to get over that.”

Frank, it turned out, had apparently caught a lesser dictator. By now I was getting reports that the real “Old Hitler” was being seen everywhere in Florida waters. The evil shark, a fishing guide informed me, was feeding on tarpon in Boca Grande Pass. “He was bigger than my boat,” more than one shuddering angler told me breathlessly after Old Hitler had swallowed a door-sized tarpon he was reeling in.

Old Hitler hysteria died down, finally, but not the shark fishing. For a few years every respectable coastal tourist trap in the state lined shelves with shark teeth plucked from dead specimens that otherwise were headed for the landfill.

The corporate commercial operations, interested in more than beer money and glory, were also getting into the action, setting out 20-mile lines from which dangled thousands of baited hooks. The commercial boats had once landed so many swordfish the population crashed. Now they used their old equipment on a new resource, sharks. At my neighborhood supermarket, shark fillets glistened on ice.

Marine biologists all over the world began documenting the inevitable population decline. George Burgess and fellow biologists joined commercial fishing crews on the longline boats at the behest of the federal government to keep watch. Sometimes the biologists stayed at sea for week while keeping record of what was coming aboard.

Over years of research they noted that commercial fishermen were spending longer hours at sea—but harvesting fewer sharks. More ominous was the declining size of individual sharks, a sign that many were being landed before they were big enough to even reproduce.

* * *

George Burgess works in a claustrophobic building in the middle of the University of Florida campus. A receptionist buzzes you through the door and then you walk through a dark hallway lined by posters of toothy sharks and scientific papers.

A dimly lit office opens to the left. Peeking inside, I see the jaws of a Great White and a message board on which someone has scrawled the latest shark-attack statistics. “Hey, I’m back here!” somebody yells. The Sherlock Holmes of Shark Attacks beckons me into his cozy lair, a dark hidey-hole filled with rubber sharks, dust bunnies, and hundreds of books about fish, including sharks.

I’ve known George, who got his master’s degree from UF, since 1987. We met after he discovered a new species of giant eel. George and another scientist had descended in a two-person submarine to look for unusual critters in 1,200 feet of water in the Gulf of Mexico. As George lay on his belly peering through a porthole, a thick six-foot eel rose grimly from the murk, grabbed a baited line, and shook the sub as if it were a bathtub toy.

Later, the UF biologists touted their catch as something that might show up on dinner plates. I wrote about George’s discovery, but snake eel meat for some reason never caught on as a gourmet treat.

Whenever I visit, I ask if I can tour the lab’s famous collections library. At the entrance, a dozen shark jaws hang aggressively from the wall. In the warehouse behind them is what at first glance could appear to be the world’s largest wine cellar—cool, dark, and glassy. But a closer look and the faint formaldehyde smell dispels the fantasy.

George’s colleague, Rob Robins, who curates the collection, tells me to make myself at home but to give myself some time. Of the 32,000 known fish species in the world, the UF lab catalogues 9,500 of them. Robins tells me he has 2.4 million specimens in all.

Robins runs a tighter ship than Captain Ahab. In his collection he tolerates no fishy odor. He tolerates no out-of-place bone, scale, or tooth. He tolerates no jar out of place. On one visit I watched him patiently documenting a new shipment of specimens, prehistoric armored catfish from Central America. They may have looked the same to me, but not to him. He was counting fins and scales to identify the proper species.

Robins’s dad, C. Richard Robins, was a famous fish guy too. In fact, George Burgess once named a new lantern shark after him. For the record, it’s Etmopterus robinsii.

In a dimly lit aisle, I watch George hunker next to a low shelf and reach for an immense jar. Glaring at him through the glass is the enormous decapitated head of an old friend. With its beady eyes and toothsome grin, the ferocious snake eel fails to remind me of anything I’d order with tartar sauce and cole slaw.

So little time, so few prizes. Next George shows me an eyeball about as wide across as an ashtray. George plucked it from the orbital cavity of a Bigeye Thresher Shark, which needs extra help seeing prey in deep, dark water. A thresher’s spectacular tail, almost as long as its body, is a weapon to subdue small fish.

Threshers are absolutely harmless. They are found in the tropics and once were caught by commercial fishers by the thousands—to the point that their numbers are in worldwide decline.

The Dusky Shark population is only 10 percent of what it once was. Sandbar Sharks are down 85 percent. Shark fins, $25 a pound in Asian markets, are supposed to be an aphrodisiac. Once, while visiting Japan, George was curious enough to order a bowl of shark fin soup, which cost $85.

“Tasted bland,” he told me.

I’m a nosy reporter so I was curious to hear whether a bowl of the right soup might enhance a man’s love life.

“Well, it didn’t work for me.”

* * *

The International Shark Attack File is actually a bunch of files—about 6,000 of them—contained in 21 cabinets stacked to the ceiling in a room down the hall from George’s office. The records go back about five centuries. Inside each drawer are hundreds of files; inside the files are scraps of paper, photographs, maps, medical examiner reports, and yellowed newspaper clippings.

The U.S. Navy started gathering shark-attack records in 1958. At first, they were kept at the Smithsonian in Washington and at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York. For a while the International Shark Attack File, or ISAF as it is sometimes known, was overseen at Mote Marine Laboratory in Sarasota and the University of Rhode Island. In 1988, the file moved to the University of Florida where George Burgess became the curator.

In the early days, George depended on newspapers to alert him when a shark attack had taken place. If a story didn’t make the papers, and they often didn’t in third-world countries, he had no dependable way of finding out details.

If he heard about an attack, often there was no telephone number to call or even an address to write. If he found an address, and wrote, and got lucky, his letter might be answered within weeks or months or sometimes a year, which might prompt another round of correspondence to gather additional detail. Phone calls were expensive, and in some countries, phones were a luxury. Writing a letter was cheap but also slow.

He was looking for victims, for witnesses, for lifeguards or doctors to whom he might mail a questionnaire. Some answered. Some didn’t. Some witnesses feared that even acknowledging a shark attack might be bad for tourism. They tended to keep their traps shut.

A little at a time, George built a network of people willing to help. They included other scientists, emergency room doctors, lifeguards, and even newspaper reporters. Sometimes he looked for a lawyer in the coastal city of a small third-world country “because the lawyer was likely to be the best educated person around.” Often he discovered an interested shark fisherman excited about contributing.

Everything changed for the better when the Internet came along. No longer did George need to depend on newspaper clippings mailed to him from across the world for scraps of information. He could type “shark attack” into his browser and see what popped up.

He could send an e-mail to the right person, even a victim, and get a reply in seconds. As George and the ISAF got better known, lifeguards and emergency room doctors e-mailed him photographs and provided key names and cell phone numbers.

Lindsay French helps George in Gainesville now. At 23, she has a B.S. in biology and hopes soon to start work on a graduate degree.

To George’s Sherlock Holmes she is John Watson, an aide, confidante, and sounding board—completely modern. On Twitter and on Facebook—places where you will not be able to follow or friend “George H. Burgess”—she hunts for mentions of shark attacks, the names of shark-attack victims, and anyone who might have witnessed a shark attack. Once she finds one, she begins her correspondence and e-mails them the International Shark Attack File’s comprehensive nine-page questionnaire.

One section focuses on the victim.

Where did the attack happen? What was the time of day? What was the tide? What was the moon phase? Was the water clear or murky? How deep? Was it windy or calm? Was the victim male or female? What was the victim’s race and skin color—light, tan, or dark? Height? Weight? One shark or many sharks? How did the shark behave? Did it bite just once? Or did it come back for more? What was the nature of the bite? A nip? A lost limb? Fatality? Can you send us an essay and include as many details as you can recall? Okay, if you don’t want to write a narrative, how about an audio- or videotape? Interview yourself.

Another questionnaire section is devoted to the treating physician.

Describe how the patient presented. Describe the wounds. Can you send photos? Before and after? How did you treat the victim?

Sometimes questions are posed to lifeguards or rescuers.

What was the victim wearing? Bathing suit? A wetsuit? What color? A surfboard? Mask and snorkel? What color? Pet in the water? Blood? A school of small fish? Was the victim swimming at the time? Wading? Surfing? Snorkeling? Diving? Were people in the water nearby? Anybody fishing in the vicinity? Were they using live bait? Were fish hanging in the water from a stringer? Was somebody cleaning fish and throwing the guts into the ocean?

George is old enough to retire and may call it quits one of these days. But not yet. Not until somebody else knows what he knows and can do what he does, mainly, shark-attack sleuthing.

* * *

Like a detective, George Burgess follows clues wherever they lead. His most famous case began with a phone call in 2010. In Egypt, five attacks had taken place in a single week in an area that had never experienced even one. At the ritzy Red Sea resort known as Sharm el-Sheikh, panic had set in. It was the beginning of another important tourist season with millions of dollars at stake.

On the flight to Cairo, George studied photographs of shark victims. They were so gruesome he turned the computer screen away from the aisle so he wouldn’t shock someone walking to the restroom. He could tell by the photos that the sharks had been powerful and aggressive. Looking at one awful photo, he understood how one victim had bled to death in minutes.

A limo waited for him at the airport. Lots of people were talking at him at once. Could he help? Tourism was suffering. He didn’t know if he could help. One government official shared an interesting theory: Israel had caused this! Israel had somehow introduced dangerous sharks to the Red Sea to destroy Egypt’s coastal tourism! George had yet to start his investigation, but he knew one thing: Israel had nothing to do with Egypt’s shark attacks.

His hosts put him on a jet to Sharm el-Sheikh. Exhausted, he climbed into his five-star hotel bed and fell asleep. He’d start investigating in the morning.

The Red Sea, he found out, is as clear as a martini. Many wealthy tourists, he also learned, carry video cameras into the clear water while swimming and diving. George usually has to study a wound, or a photograph of a wound, to figure out the identity of an attacking shark. This time he had video and still photographs of the actual sharks. Yet he was still perplexed by a number of things. One of the attacking sharks, for example, was a Mako, a species most often found offshore. Oceanic White Tips, another deep-water species, had attacked the other victims.

Most shark experts know about Oceanic White Tips. They’re notorious. On a book shelf in Gainesville, George displays a scale model of the navy ship USS Indianapolis. On July 30, 1945, a Japanese submarine torpedoed the Indianapolis in the South Pacific. Three hundred men drowned within 12 minutes; about 900 abandoned ship in life vests. When rescuers arrived days later, only 300 sailors were still alive. The unlucky had died from exposure, thirst, and attacks from mostly Oceanic White Tips.

George wondered: What were the Oceanic White Tips doing so close to the beach? What was the Mako doing so close to shore?

When he’s investigating a serious attack, George likes to go to the place closest to where it happened. He looks at the water, looks for clues. Are schools of small fish present? Are people fishing nearby. Is there a strong current carrying interesting smells offshore toward gathering sharks? He asks questions of anyone he meets. Perhaps something important will come up in a conversation.

He learned that a burly shark had bitten off a diver’s hand at the wrist. Why had it targeted the wrist? Why not something more substantial than a hand? Some dive-boat operators, he found out, had been feeding sharks by hand to make the underwater experience more memorable for clients. Had a shark mistaken a hand for a handout?

One day a commercial fisherman complained that his catch had fallen off dramatically. “What did you say?” George asked. The tuna, said the fishermen. They didn’t show up this year.

George wondered: Offshore sharks that can no longer find tuna must be hungry. Is that why they’re coming closer to shore?

George was forming an opinion but felt he was missing something.

Everything fell into place when George heard about the dead sheep on the beach.

In the Middle East, devout Muslims fast and sacrifice for 30 days during the annual holiday known as Ramadan. Afterward, when the fasts and sacrifices and daily prayers are over, come the feasts, with sheep having a prominent place on the menu. The shark attacks and Ramadan had coincided that year.

George began to connect the dots.

He heard about the ships coming to port with live sheep among the cargo. Could that be true? Yes, it was true. Cargo ships originating in New Zealand had been hauling livestock for the post-Ramadan feasts in Egypt. The sheep that died during transport were routinely tossed overboard.

The offshore sharks had been following a chum slick of dead sheep for countless miles to the beach—at a time when sharks were hungry because the tuna had disappeared and lots of tourists were in the water.

So that’s what he told officials.

He also explained that shark attacks worldwide are related to the number of swimmers, divers, and snorkelers. So get used to it. You’re in the big leagues of tourism. You have thousands of guests who like to swim, and this increases the chances, however remote, of a shark attack. But here’s what you can do to reduce the odds.

One. Don’t allow cargo ships to dump dead livestock overboard. Two. Regulate commercial fishing to protect what sharks eat. Three. Ban dive trips that allow the hand feeding of sharks. Four. Hire more lifeguards, train them better, give them the best equipment, and make sure they are prepared.

The shark population may be diminished, he explained, but the humans in the water are more plentiful than ever. The ocean is a wilderness.

Anything can happen.

July 8, 2001

It began when an eight-year-old boy named Jesse Arbogast waded into the Gulf of Mexico at Langdon Beach in the Florida Panhandle and was singled out by a Bull Shark that bit off his arm. As Jesse lay bleeding in the shallows, his uncle waded in, and, incredibly, grabbed the shark by the tail and hauled it to the beach. As another bystander dragged the bleeding boy to shore, someone else recovered the boy’s ravaged arm from the jaws of the shark. At the hospital, the arm was reattached, but Jesse had lost so much blood he suffered permanent brain damage. He was going to survive but never recover.

Thus began what Time magazine called “The Summer of the Shark.”

For cable TV news, it was a gift from heaven, a story that had everything—a shark attack on an innocent child, a heroic uncle, weeping relatives, gore, nervous motel owners, opinionated macho fishermen, and lots of television-friendly video. George headed for the Florida Panhandle to do his job, namely, to provide accurate information and context: Yes, something horrible had happened, he told reporters. And I understand why we’re all fascinated—that poor boy and his family. But let us also remember that shark attacks don’t happen every day. In fact, they are rarer than rare.

All true. A few days later, though, a New Yorker vacationing in the Bahamas lost his leg to a shark. On July 15, a surfer was attacked a few miles from where Jesse Arbogast had lost his arm.

Killer Sharks had declared war on swimmers—or so went many of the most sensational stories. Meanwhile, helicopters and small airplanes flew over the beach with TV cameras whirring, showing the world the shark schools migrating past shore as they had for centuries. Just in time for the 6 o’clock news.

In August, I drove to Gainesville to visit George. He looked exhausted after 700 media interviews in a matter of weeks. As I sat in his office, his phone continued to ring. Reporters tracked him down looking for a new angle that most often turned out to be an old angle. He heard from well-meaning amateurs offering outlandish theories. Sharks are taking revenge on humans destroying their world. China is training sharks to attack Americans. “He must have watched too many episodes of The X-Files,” George said, hanging up.

Some callers accused George of being a shark apologist, a bleeding heart, a liberal who had no compassion for attack victims. Some blamed President Bill Clinton, who had supported a law to protect sharks from overfishing and thus was responsible for all the human suffering. Commercial fishermen wanted those laws to be repealed. Give us a chance. We will save the world from the shark menace.

On the Friday before Labor Day, George advised his staff to prepare themselves. The last beach weekend of the summer was at hand, and thousands of bathers would be in murky water, most likely in close proximity to migrating sharks that wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between a bluefish and a bare foot.

The next day a Virginia boy was dragged from his surfboard and fatally mauled. On Labor Day, a shark bit off the feet of a man and a woman swimming in North Carolina. The woman survived.

The Summer of Sharks ended on September 11. That was the day terrorists flew jets into the Pentagon and the World Trade Center. A smattering of shark attacks continued, but the media had a more important story to pursue.

George Burgess finally got some rest.

* * *

A silent phone allows George to catch up with his wife, Linda, and his two adult sons, Nathan and Matthew. He has a chance to visit with the neighbors, friends, and colleagues. He might go to a movie. George listens to his vast blues collection and reads the latest Carl Hiaasen novel.

When the phone stops ringing he often turns on his computer and begins writing. His latest book, the definitive Marine Fishes of Florida, with biologist David B. Snyder, came out in 2016. More often he works on scientific papers such as “Comments on the Gulf of Mexico Commercial Shark Fishery,” and “Is the Collapse of Shark Populations in the Northwest Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico Real?” Others are “Catch Trends of Blue and Mako Sharks Caught by Brazilian Longliners in the Southwestern Atlantic Ocean” and “Status and the Potential Extinction of the Largetooth Sawfish, Pristis pristis, in the Atlantic Ocean.”

George has a special interest in sawfish, which are disappearing all over the world. The UF lab, in fact, manages the International Sawfish Encounter Database to keep tabs. When I was a fishing-crazed boy I saw these fish regularly in the Keys. Some were giants—12 feet or longer—with prehistoric snouts bristling with spikes. Sometimes I hooked a sawfish while trying to catch something else, but they were so large and strong they always broke my line. Today, if you catch one, on purpose or by accident, legally you’re required to let it go, at least in North America. Not everyone does. Some people don’t know better, but some just want the meat. Others want to keep the snout, with all those spikes, as a souvenir. In tropical countries, sometimes the spikes are attached to the legs of roosters in cockfighting.

The UF lab is a center for sawfish information. On a recent visit, I met biologists from Louisiana State University and the University of Southern Mississippi who were consulting with George’s sawfish specialist Monica Clerio. Later I watched them collect DNA from UF’s sawfish collection.

In the spring, George and his assistants head for the Keys to look for sawfish. If they hook one, they know they might be needing a massage or an aspirin in the near future. Bringing a sawfish to the boat is hard and dangerous work. George, for example, blames his bad back on sawfish tussles. As for the scars on his hands, sometimes a sawfish moves surprisingly fast.

When the UF team drags a sawfish to the boat, someone takes measurements. Someone inserts an electronic tag that will allow scientists to remotely track the sawfish in the future. Other easy-to-see tags are meant to attract someone who catches a sawfish by accident. Those tags contain the phone number and e-mail address for the UF sawfish hotline, maintained in Gainesville by Clerio. She will ask where the sawfish was caught, when it was caught, and how big it is. “Sawfish are just so rare,” she told me once. “It took a century to almost destroy the population and will take a century to recover.”

George is somewhat of a walking encyclopedia when it comes to sawfish and other members of the shark family. His most popular book, published by Johns Hopkins University Press in 2014, and written with Gene Helfman, is called Sharks: The Animal Answer Guide. I keep it on my bedside reading table. Turning its pages is like eating potato chips. It’s hard for a shark aficionado to stop after only one.

Listen: Portuguese Dogfish are found in 12,000 feet of water. The largest Manta Ray—they’re in the shark family—can stretch 22 feet from wingtip to wingtip. The Shortfin Mako can swim 30 miles per hour. Most sharks are cold-blooded, but some maintain a warmer body temperature than the surrounding water. Most sharks must swim forward to breathe. Most shark bear live young. Certain sharks can follow a chum slick for hundreds of miles or more. The Lemon Shark can detect fish extracts at levels as low as one part per 25-million parts of seawater. Some sharks poke their nostrils out of the water and can smell something rotting on the breeze miles away.

Listen: Hammerhead Sharks use their broad heads to pin stingrays to the bottom. White Sharks migrate from California to Hawaii—2,360 miles. Humans lack the body fat to provide a satisfying meal for White Sharks, which prefer seals.

Listen: Bull Sharks and White Sharks have the strongest bite force at any given body size, probably because they evolved to feed on tough-bodied marine mammals and turtles. Their larger jaw muscles, leverage between upper and lower jaws, and dentition specialized for crushing are powerful tools.

Keep body parts out of the way.
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On June 9, 2000, the Timex watch on Chuck Anderson’s right wrist began beeping. It was 5:15 a.m. Chuck was 45 and sleepy enough to consider staying in bed. But he was supposed to join his athletic buddies for their weekly Gulf of Mexico swim near the Alabama-Florida border. “If I don’t show up,” he thought, “I’ll never hear the end of it.”

A middle school principal, George was a champion triathlete who actually enjoyed open-water swims under the nastiest circumstances. Fighting the current made him stronger. Swallowing saltwater by the mouthful toughened a man. “That which does not kill us makes us stronger,” was what Nietzsche had written. A hard-core triathlete like Chuck Anderson was likely to say “Amen.”

Pulling on his goggles, he breaststroked offshore accompanied by his buddies. About 150 yards out Chuck stole a glance at his Timex. It was 6:38 a.m. He began swimming a brisk freestyle along the beach with other swimmers in front and behind.

Something very large and powerful smashed into his thigh from below. It rammed him so hard his body was nearly lifted from water. He yelled “STOP! STOP! NO! NO!” as if his tormentor was an obnoxious neighborhood dog likely to get scared and slink away. But he knew he’d been hit by shark and yelled for his friends to leave the water.

His first impulse was to swim for shore like an Olympian, stroking and kicking with all of his strength, with his head under water to maintain speed and reduce drag. “But what if the shark comes at me from behind?” he thought. “If my head is underwater I won’t see it.” Better to backstroke. He saw nothing. Still, he felt the shark was closing in on him. Ducking under for a quick look, he watched a dark shape rising toward him. He tried to fend it off with his right hand.

It bit off his fingers. Then it vanished into the gloom.

Terror. Panic. Blood in the water. His own. He backstroked madly toward the beach. This time the shark bit him on the stomach. Seconds passed. Now it charged him like the monster from Jaws, dorsal slicing the surface. Dog paddling, the former high school quarterback prepared himself. He tried a stiff arm. His arm ended up in the shark’s maw. The shark dragged him 15 feet to the bottom and shook him like a ratty T-shirt. He thought: “I’m dead. I’ll never see my wife and kids again.”

For some reason, the eight-foot shark surfaced with his arm still in its jaws and sped toward the beach. Chuck felt his heels dragging bottom. The shark ended up in shallow water on a sandbar.

Chuck lay next to a thrashing shark. For a terrible moment he was afraid the shark might let go of his arm and gnaw on his face. Instead the shark began wriggling and thrashing toward deep water, dragging him along.

Chuck staggered to his feet. Adrenaline rushing, he jerked on his arm with all his might. On the third try most of his arm came free from the shark’s jaws, only without the muscle or flesh. When Chuck heard a pop, he knew the shark had just taken his hand. He splashed through the shallows to the beach. He was alive.

A bystander tied a tourniquet. Someone else called an ambulance. At South Baldwin Hospital a surgeon stopped the bleeding, reattached muscle, smoothed jagged bone. Chuck woke, his well-known sense of humor intact. “I actually feel sorry for the shark,” he told a visitor. The shark was going to hear his Timex beeping every day at 5:15 a.m.

* * *

In Gainesville, George Burgess knew Chuck Anderson’s attacker was a Bull Shark, given where the encounter had happened, when it happened, and how it happened. George also understood that recovery is different for everyone. For some, a nip from a small shark and a scar can serve as a conversation starter. Someone who loses a limb may suffer not only physical trauma but clinical depression. Sometimes they never get over it.

Chuck Anderson focused on learning to live without his arm. At first his wife, Betsy, had to help him button his pants and tie his shoes. At least nobody expected him to wear a tie at school, he joked. Sometimes he relied on his teeth to help his remaining hand do any chores. “If I lose my teeth,” he told Betsy, “I’m in trouble.”

When he informed Betsy about his intention to do another triathlon, she wasn’t happy. She wasn’t surprised either. Her husband hated backing down. The day he came home from the hospital he immediately had gone for a three-mile walk.

His rehabilitation began. At the gym he attached a weight to his stump to strengthen his atrophied biceps. On his bike, a special prosthesis allowed him to lean his arms on the handlebars. In the pool, Chuck initially felt exhausted after one lap. Soon he could swim 60 laps while wearing a modified fin on his stump.

On April 21, 2001, 10 months after his attack, he competed in the Mullet-Man Triathlon. Chuck waded into the Gulf of Mexico and focused on his stroke instead of the grimmer possibilities. He swam 440 yards in six minutes, pedaled his bike 16 miles in 48 minutes and ran four miles in 28. He won the over-200-pounder division.

He didn’t lie to anyone, though. He hated every second of a swim that once had brought him pleasure.

Back then he didn’t know Debbie Salamone. But one day they would have something in common. And both would have something in common with George Burgess.
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Debbie Salamone grew up on Florida’s east coast close to the beach. She loved wading in on hot days, loved lying on a blanket, loved watching the pelicans flapping just over the green water. Disney World was 90 minutes away, but the beach was a liberating wilderness.

On August 30, 2004, Debbie and a friend headed for Cape Canaveral National Seashore near the Kennedy Space Center for a swim and a picnic. Except for a few folks walking along the dunes they felt like the beach belonged to them.

Debbie was 38 that day. She was an environmental reporter for the Orlando Sentinel and an avid ballroom dancer. As a thunderstorm rumbled on the horizon, she waded in, floated on her back and finally stood in waist-deep water. A mullet, a harmless fish about the size of a submarine sandwich, leaped from the water just missing her head. “Is something chasing it?” she wondered.

In the next instant something in the murky water grabbed her right foot. She screamed and kicked. Whatever it was let go. Then it latched on her foot again, biting harder. She thrashed and kicked with everything she had and it let go, swimming between her legs.

Her friend dragged her to shore. She told herself not to look at the foot, but of course she looked anyway. Bloody and shredded, the foot was so mauled it was bent at an unnatural angle.

She awoke from surgery that night with her foot in a thick bandage and a discouraging prognosis. The shark had severed her Achilles tendon. Recovery would take months. Emotional recovery might take longer.

She’d been attacked by a Blacktip Shark. They’re a common inshore shark, seldom longer than five feet long. They eat small fish, but if they’re hungry enough, and frantic enough—if the water is murky enough—they make mistakes.

Debbie couldn’t walk, much less dance. She sat all day in a wheelchair and wept. She graduated to a walker, crutches, a cane. She’d probably dance again, the doctor told her, but she’d have to work through the pain. He wasn’t kidding. It hurt just putting weight on the foot. She cried. But six months later, she dressed in a glittery gown and danced the tango.

One day she returned to the beach with every intention of going for a swim and banishing her shark fears forever. The world, alas, is a complicated place, and she remained on the beach with her fear. On the first anniversary of her attack, she drove to a seafood restaurant for a revenge dinner of broiled shark. “But that’s not going to help,” she thought.

“Why did this happen to me?” Like all shark-attack victims, Debbie questioned the heavens. By now, she had given up reporting at the Sentinel to become an editor. But she missed being in the thick of things and wondered if it was a good time for a career change. From Johns Hopkins University, she got a master’s degree in environmental sciences and policy.

That’s how she became an advocate for sharks. In 2009 she joined the Pew Charitable Trusts, a non-partisan organization whose many concerns include marine conservation. A few years ago she gathered a group of shark-attack survivors and testified—along with George Burgess—about vanishing shark species before a congressional committee and later the United Nations.

A triathlete missing his right arm stood next to her and testified too. Like the other survivors in the room, Chuck Anderson didn’t blame sharks for what had happened to him. Sharks get hungry. They make mistakes. And the ocean is a wilderness. You take your chances when you enter the wilderness.

The United States and Australia now protect the rarest sharks. Other countries have established “shark sanctuaries.” Some species won’t recover for another half century, but some populations are coming back.

The White Shark, the notorious villain from Jaws, is one of them. White Shark attacks are rare all over the world, including Australia, South Africa, and California, but it won’t surprise George if there are more incidents in the future.

“They’ve been protected for a while,” he says. “And the seals they eat have been protected. And there are more people in the water.”

* * *

Last winter, I was with George Burgess when he strolled into a meeting at a Daytona Beach hotel carrying his usual weaponry, a thumb drive containing a slide show about shark attacks. George travels all over the planet to do his talks, but they’re especially relevant to beach-crazed Floridians. Australia may be notorious for its huge White Sharks, but Florida is the shark-attack capital of the world.

When George tells people about Florida, eyes sometimes pop. Florida, he explains, has a long coastline. It has lots of beaches. It has 20 million residents and even more tourists. Floridians like to swim at the beach all year.

In his talks, George tells people to avoid swimming between dusk and dawn because that’s when sharks are more likely to be feeding close to the beach. But most attacks, in fact, don’t happen at night. They happen between 11 a.m. and 7 p.m. Why? That’s when people are most likely to be swimming. Attacks dip between noon and 2 p.m. Why? People leave the water and go to lunch.

In Daytona Beach, George’s audience included doctors who specialize in reconstructive surgery. George waved at Dr. Ashley K. Lentz, a UF surgeon with whom he had collaborated on a scientific paper in 2010. Among other things, they devised a scale to rate shark bites from minor to major as a way of helping surgeons respond more effectively with a bleeding patient in the operating room.

George explained to the surgeons:

A Level One shark attack results in soft-tissue damage and no loss of function. It’s the most common attack. The victim might need a few stitches.

A Level Two attack results in soft-tissue and muscle damage. The wound will be more complicated and can probably be repaired with stitches.

A Level Three attack damages muscle, tendon, and bone. The victim will bleed profusely, which may lead to dangerously low blood pressure. Count on performing surgery.

More serious is a Level Four attack featuring traumatic damage, excessive bleeding, and a trip to the operating room.

The worst attack, Level Five, is what happened to Chuck Anderson, who lost his right arm. Level Five attacks can also be fatal.

Fatal attacks are rare everywhere, but especially in North America. “Surgeons learned a lot in World War I, World War II, Korea, Vietnam, and the Middle East,” George said. “In the United States, 1.7 percent of our shark bites are fatal. Outside the United States, the rate is 12.8 percent. We have the best lifeguards, emergency response teams, emergency room doctors and surgeons in the world.”

* * *

George Burgess has a soft place in his heart for surfers. They’re free spirits who love the ocean as a wilderness. Surfers usually take responsibility for anything that might happen in those rides on exhilarating waves. They don’t whine and expect the world to rid the oceans of sharks.

The best place to surf in Florida is New Smyrna Beach, a coastal town about 30 minutes south of Daytona in Florida’s Volusia County. “It’s a community right out of Jaws,” George tells me as we pass honky-tonks, T-shirt shops, and fried-fish restaurants. Soon we’re on the spectacular beach.

It’s 12.1 miles long and a good mile wide with sea oats growing from the dunes and sandpipers hopping along the waterline and little kids digging with plastic shovels and many, many surfers riding the big waves on a windy day that George, who knows the lingo, describes as “gnarly.” Not that gnarly days discourage surfers.

Lifeguards sit in towers watching the surfers. Other lifeguards patrol the beach in Jeeps. Some do double takes when they notice George, a celebrity who sometimes shows up at New Smryna Beach after an attack and asks questions of lifeguards and emergency personnel.

Florida has experienced 687 known shark attacks during the last five centuries, more than anywhere else in the world. Second place is California with 110. The most likely place in Florida to get attacked is Volusia County, which over the years has put 257 shark attacks on the board. The most likely place to be bitten in Volusia County is near Ponce Inlet on New Smyrna Beach.

The reason, George explains, is hardly rocket science. You’ve got a good upwelling of cold, nutrient-laden water loaded with microscopic organisms. Tiny fish eat the organisms and larger fish eat the tiny fish. The sharks show up to eat the larger fish. It’s the food chain.

The most common sharks are Blacktips and Spinners. They can reach six feet though they are usually smaller. They’re often seen in a foot or two of water chasing a meal. Crazed surfers wade right by them on the way to riding a wave.

Ponce Inlet, which connects the Atlantic Ocean to the Indian River, is like a highway for passing fish. Predatory fish like sharks often are found near inlets. If you’re a shark, an inlet is a deli.

On the beach, George points to the inlet and an adjacent jetty that juts into the ocean like a pier. The jetty changes tidal currents and collects sand that clouds the water. “So there you have it,” George says. “You have hundreds of surfers in murky water filled with bait fish being chased by sharks. The sharks mistake feet and hands for bait fish. They’re small sharks, and they don’t create huge wounds, but it still goes down as a shark attack on the books.”

Is there a way to decrease the shark attacks? Sure, tell the surfers to ride the waves elsewhere. Tell them to take up shuffleboard. But that’s not going to happen. Say hello to Lance Cameron.
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In high school, Lance Cameron woke up at 5:30 a.m. to go surfing. He’d arrive at his economics class at 7:30 with his baggies dripping. His teacher let him get away with it. After all, his teacher was a surfer too, and Lance often brought him a blueberry bagel laced with strawberry jelly as a bribe.

Lance started surfing when he was seven on a pawn-shop board. He owns five boards now, including two Shane Smiths with twin glass fins that remain stable in big water. He has retired two boards in his life—the one that popped out of the water next to him on a bad day and knocked out his front teeth, and the one that brings back the bad memories.

It was perfectly decent board. On November 12, 2005, he paddled out on the Orion around 4 p.m. He was just about to turn 18. He was immortal, in other words, and the surf was up.

He lay on his stomach and paddled through the waves, 50 yards, 100 yards, 150 yards until he reached the break. He stopped, spun around, and straddled the board. His legs hung in the water like ripe sausages waiting to be harvested.

As he looked back for an oncoming wave, he saw a big swirl next to him and a flash in the water. Whatever it was must be large. And too close for comfort. “I freaked,” he told me on the spring day I accompanied him to the beach in 2016.

He pointed to where it had happened. A stout shark, about six feet long, lunged through the water and latched onto his right foot. Somehow Lance remained on the board while the shark shook him. It felt like an hour, but it was probably a second before it let him go. “I just got bit!” Lance yelled to the five other surfers near him. They thought he was kidding until they saw his pale face and the blood in the water. Paddling over, they surrounded him as they headed toward the beach. Lance saw that a big chunk of his heel seemed to be missing. It looked to him like the foot was just dangling there. He kept both feet on the board and paddled with his hands toward the beach. The shark circled until the water got too shallow.

He passed out in the ambulance on the way to Bert Fish Medical Center. The surgeon repaired his foot. He got his name in the paper. Friends called him. A few surfers regarded him with envy. A shark bite is a badge of courage. He was an unemployed surfer without insurance. He got a prescription for physical therapy. He couldn’t afford physical therapy. Someone showed him exercises he could do on his own.

He lived in a wheelchair at first. He couldn’t stand sitting in the wheelchair. Bored to death, he entertained himself by learning to do wheelies in his chair. He rode a bike for a while and felt stronger. Eventually he felt strong enough to walk. He walked until he could walk without a limp. On Friday night he drank beer at the Outrigger Bar on the causeway. “I had the greatest conversation starter in his history,” he said. “I was bitten by a shark. Look at these scars.”

At night, he experienced the usual nightmares. In his dream, a shark was eating him alive. He woke up sweating.

Lance told people he’d been bitten by a Bull Shark, given its size and the way it circled him, and the fact that he had seen them while fishing, but in the International Shark Attack File his tormentor is listed as an “unknown.”

Lance didn’t surf again for about a year. “But I knew I had to do it. Surfing has been my life.” One afternoon he headed out to the beach with surfer friends and paddled out. His other friends straddled their boards while waiting for waves, the way you are supposed to do it. He sat on top of his board in a Lotus position to keep his legs out of what George Burgess calls “the wilderness.”

Here came the wave. Lance lay on his stomach and began paddling with his hands, nervous about exposing extremities to what might be swimming beneath. He caught the wave and stood on the board. He was a surfer again. There were complications, at least at first. While riding waves, he saw dorsal fins out of the corner of his eyes. When he looked again he saw white foam. He was hallucinating.

Now, many years later, he surfs several times a week when he can take a break from his business, which is called Cameron’s Lawn Care. He also has a part-time job at the Jimmie Lane Surfing Academy, Florida’s oldest surfing school. He teaches mostly kids to be surfers. He tells them not to worry obsessively about sharks. They’re out there, you have to know that, but the chances of an attack are probably pretty slim. So enjoy. Surfing is a great life.

Lance and his girlfriend, Kacey, have a son they named Fisher. Fisher came into the world 11 months ago in a tub of water at a birthing center. “So he’s a true water baby,” Lance says. “I already can tell he’s going to be a surfer. Like he can already stand in his little wagon like he’s on a board riding a wave. I can’t wait to introduce my son to surfing. Surfing is awesome, man.”

He is 29 now. He sees sharks frequently as he surfs. He has been bumped once or twice by sharks—it’s as if they are trying to figure out what he is—but he must have failed the test because they didn’t bite. “If I do get bit I won’t blame the shark,” he says. Sharks have to eat.

“But if it happens, like I’ll be in the history books. What are the chances of being bitten twice?”

What are the chances of being bitten even once? Slim and none. But if lightning strikes again, and Lance ends up with another set of interesting scars, he will end up in the books.

George Burgess will write his name down in the International Shark Attack File.

Further Reading

The Animal Answer Guide, by Gene Helfman and George H. Burgess, Johns Hopkins University Press.

Pilgrim in the Land of Alligators, by Jeff Klinkenberg, University Press of Florida.

Twelve Days of Terror: A Definitive Investigation of the 1916 New Jersey Shark Attacks, by Richard G. Fernicola, Lyons Press.

Demon Fish, by Juliet Eilperin, Anchor Books.

Shark! Unpredictable Killer of the Sea, by Thomas Helm, Dodd, Mead.
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