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Cameron Moeller was taking a swim off Clearwater Beach, 

Florida. As a lifeguard, he swam just about every day. A long 

workout in the water was part of his regular training. 

Just as the six-foot-tall (1.8 m) lifeguard stretched out his 

arm to take another stroke, he touched something stringy. 

At first, it seemed like seaweed. Then Cameron felt the first 

sting—“like a hot knife going in,” he later recalled. The 

dangling strings Cameron had touched weren’t seaweed 

at all. They were part of something very different and very 

dangerous—a floating, stinging Portuguese man-of-war.

A Bad Day at the Beach

A Portuguese man-of-war sailing ship

The Portuguese  man-of-war was named by sailors who had traveled the seas hundreds of years ago. Its shape reminded them  of the sails on a warship that was built and used by the Portuguese navy.

4



A Portuguese man-of-war floating in the water
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Tangled in Tentacles
Cameron had swum into a trap—a long, stringy mass of 

man-of-war tentacles. He swam toward shore to get away 

from the stinging strands. The more he moved, however, the 

more tangled he became. The tentacles were now wrapped 

around his arm, chest, and back.

Finally, Cameron ran onto the sand, still dragging the 

man-of-war with him. He pulled the tentacles off his skin, but 

he was feeling awful and having trouble breathing. Lifeguards 

helped Cameron get to a fire station for first aid. He was then 

sent to a hospital where he was given medicines to reduce the 

pain. Doctors told Cameron he was going to be fine, though he 

needed to take it easy for the next couple of days.

After Cameron was stung, lifeguards at Clearwater Beach put up warning flags to keep people out of the water for the next few days.
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Cameron Moeller, lifeguard at Clearwater Beach, Florida, showing scars 
that remained after being stung by a Portuguese man-of-war in May 2008 
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Cameron Moeller was taking a swim off Clearwater Beach, Florida. 
As the six-foot-tall (1.8-m) lifeguard took another stroke, he 
touched something stringy. At first, it seemed like seaweed. Then 
Cameron felt the first sting. The dangling strings weren’t seaweed 
at all. They were part of a very different, very dangerous living 
thing—a floating, stinging Portuguese man-of-war.

The Portuguese man-of-war may look like a tangle of seaweed—
but it isn’t. Look inside for the surprising truth about what this 
floating stinger really is. You’ll also find out where it lives, what it 
eats—and how to stay safe if you meet up with one in the water.
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