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Cover Illustrations Front: Sheringham’s lifeboat being launched into the water in Norfolk in 1935. Back: A lifeboat makes its way through the rough seas of Newhaven, East Sussex.
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Introduction


The extensive coastline of the United Kingdom and Ireland has witnessed countless maritime disasters and tragic shipwrecks, from individuals in difficulty to ships stranded on sandbanks or torn apart on jagged rocks in rough seas. It’s no surprise that an island nation, dependent on navigating the waters that surround it for fishing and trade, developed the first purpose-built lifeboats. The earliest lifeboats were operated from the burgeoning ports of Liverpool and Newcastle, and the first boat designed and built specifically to save lives at sea was the boat by Henry Greathead, completed in 1789 and launched early the following year from South Shields at the mouth of the River Tyne.


In the 1820s, Sir William Hillary was instrumental in the founding of a nationwide lifeboat service in Great Britain, with the main aim being to preserve lives at sea and assist vessels in distress. It took patience and perseverance to get the required support, but on 4 March 1824, the Royal National Institution for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck was founded. It was renamed the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI), by which we still know it today, on 5 October 1854.


Since then, the equipment and vessels used for lifesaving at sea have evolved beyond all recognition. In 1838, Grace Darling became a national heroine after she spotted survivors from a stranded paddle-steamer from her bedroom window on the Longstone lighthouse and, with her father, rowed out in the middle of the night to rescue them. Today, the RNLI operates a range of modern rescue craft, from small inflatables and hovercraft to water-jet-powered Shannon lifeboats and twenty-five-knot Severn lifeboats, the largest class currently in service, at 17m. The protective clothing has evolved, too. In the Whitby lifeboat disaster of 1861, where a powerful wave capsized the lifeboat and her crew, the only survivor was Henry Freeman, who was wearing a cork lifejacket. Present-day equipment continues to be improved and modern lifejackets are worn by all lifeboat volunteers. The role of the RNLI has also vastly evolved, and now further encompasses inshore rescues, flood rescue, service on inland waterways such as Loch Ness, and lifeguarding on public beaches.


200 Years of Lifesaving at Sea represents the history of lifesaving as documented through the lens of the media. It charts the challenges and changes over time for the brave volunteers who put their lives on the line when they go out, showing lifesaving in action, stalwart crews, and moving memorials, but also the lighter side of the role, with fundraisers and celebrations. The RNLI is funded through voluntary donations, and without the hard work of many dedicated and tireless fundraisers, the vitally important work would not be done. It is the power of community that enables the RNLI to save lives at sea.




Early Lifeboats
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The first purpose-built lifeboat was built by Henry Greathead of South Shields in 1789. often referred to as the ‘Original’, though never formally named. After the loss of the collier Adventure on the Tyne, a South Shields committee ran a competition to design a boat that could rescue shipwrecked sailors. There was no outright winner, but Greathead was asked to combine his original design with that of another contender and the outcome was a double-ended 30ft craft of which Greathead built more than thirty examples.
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