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This book is dedicated to all ocean guards.
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ON THE COVER: 1966, Lt. Bob Wagner and family. White army jeep used to patrol beaches.
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Memories of Ocean City and of serving the Beach Patrol remain inescapable, despite living in the Midwest for 50 years. I wanted to share those experiences with family and friends. 

As a youngster, I can’t forget how a visitor rescued a teen couple who almost drowned on our beach when we had no lifeguards or city protection. 

I yearned to do more, taking Senior Lifesaving in tenth grade. Thought to be too young, the expansion of the city limits of Ocean City to Delaware opened an opportunity for me at 16 years of age. I was hired alongside many college-age boys. Swimming came naturally, riding the surf with or without a float or board. The thrill of saving troubled swimmers kept me coming back for nine summers. 

I’m indebted to guards I knew while serving in the Ocean City, Maryland, Beach Patrol from 1966 to 1974. The 2022 Guard Reunion and Robert M. Craig’s historical accounts inspired me to write my recollections. 

I enjoyed reconnecting with former guards Wayne “Bru” Brubaker and Robert Shepanek, who reviewed these stories. Butch Arbin, Bob Wagner, Ray Hebert, Ken Esmark, Chip Dashiell, Mark McCleskey, and others further contributed to 50-year-old memories. I might be guilty of shedding undue light on the past so long ago. Though my memories are fuzzy, the stories have a factual basis. I had no intention of harming anyone or related families. Some names were changed, but many were kept as remembered. Sadly, some guards are with us in spirit only.

Fellow writers helped me understand what and how to write. I thank Gordon England, Mike Addington, Bill Bader, Virginia Repko-Franco, Linda Young, Chuck Klein, and all the class members. I thank my Churchill High School Classmate, Bob Richardson, for his help with pictures. 

Many thanks to my dearest wife, Mary Ann, for enduring those early times in Ocean City and the many years after. She is the most honest and helpful critic. This work is dedicated to my children: Ryan, Jessica, Chris, and Sarah. Jessica tried out for the Patrol, and Ryan helped with the editing and art. I’m sure the door will be open for the grandchildren, Madeleine and Henry.
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CPR ON THE BEACH
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Before I looked back, I heard commotion and sensed a crowd gathered by the dunes off to my right. My head turned abruptly, and the image of a man lying flat on his back half under an umbrella emerged.

“Guard!” yelled a bystander.

I jumped off my chair and rushed to the victim lying in the dry sand. His sizeable white torso, clothed only in faded swim shorts, lay still and lifeless.

A crying elderly lady covered his ashen face before looking up, “I think he’s had a heart attack.”

I dropped to my knees to pump his chest the prescribed thirty times. Pete, the guard posted just south of me, came running up.

He hand-signaled with flags to send an ambulance as he knelt by me.

“Good,” I said. “Take over the chest compressions; I’ll do mouth-to-mouth.”

False teeth slid from the gums as I grabbed his white hair to help tilt his head back. A true first for me. I maneuvered two fingers around the tongue and into the throat as I searched for any other obstruction before passing his dentures to his wife.

“Two breaths for every five compressions,” I said. 

I pinched his nose and tried to cup his mouth entirely with mine. In all my training, I had never appreciated the role teeth played as his lips flopped without his dentures.

We continued until the medics arrived, soon followed by Assistant Captain George Shoepf in his signature white patrol jeep. We placed the victim on a cot, and one responder continued working on the chest. He nodded in my direction to stay with the mouth-to-mouth. Lucky me.

Captain Schoepf tilted his cap and gave me a look of approval, “Go with them; I’ll meet you at the medical office.” 

Siren whaling, we sped down the street, cramped in a Cadillac ambulance to the 16th Street Clinic. Keep going until a doctor says stop. 

We arrived at the back of the clinic, nudged the lifeless body onto a gurney, and wheeled him into a treatment room. Dr. Townsend, an older man in a white lab coat, greeted us. He checked the patient’s vitals. The wife indicated he was 82 and had a history of heart problems. The doctor pronounced him dead. We stopped resuscitation.

“Can I use your bathroom?” I asked a nurse. 

“Down the hall.” She said, gesturing in that direction. Closing the door, I looked in the mirror. I flashed back to earlier that summer of 1967 when a team from Baltimore had provided a crash course for Patrol members in cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR).  At 17 years of age, I carried the black and white photocopied certificate everywhere, proud that I was trained to resuscitate someone and potentially save their life. Now that I had my chance, I repeatedly washed my mouth out, praying to God I never had to do it again. 

I met the captain back in the hall. He put his arm around me and thanked me for doing a respectable job.

Wait a minute; I just failed at saving a life! Why is he complimenting me?

“He was old and just happened to die on the beach. You did what you had to do. Come on; I’ll drive you back to 51st.”

––––––––
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George Schoepf, OCBP 1950-1997
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1965 COMING OF AGE
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Spring showers persisted this early June in Ocean City. The fog hung low, and the temperature remained in the sixties, one of those all-day drizzles—a perfect day to play pinball inside the game rooms at the boardwalk. 

Wiping the counter and table from the morning breakfast, I approached Mom. She turned down the radio station as I interrupted her singing to Doris Day’s Que Sera, Sera.

“Mom, please, would you take me downtown?”

“The neighbor, Mr. Beckwith, is going to Paul’s Tackle Shop; maybe he can give you a ride.” She relented to my pleas. Mr. Beckwith dropped me off by St. Louis Avenue and the bridge. Just turning 15, I was cooped up in the house too long. I had several blocks to go. 

Walking up to the boardwalk, I passed several older teenagers wearing short yellow rain jackets with hoods, stylish at the time. I wished I had one to keep me dry.  I encountered an attractive coed with auburn hair, wearing an olive-green similar-styled raincoat. She seemed to project a smile from under the hood. I was tall enough to pass for an older age. I looked back as my oversized feet stumbled, almost hitting a street sign. 

Passing an apartment on the corner of Philadelphia, a dark-haired girl with glasses on the second floor shouted at me. She said something to me. I stopped and looked up, squinting.

“Hey, are you going to work?”

“No...” Does she think I’m old enough for a job?

“Do you have a minute?” She asked.

“What for?” She was plump and round-faced, not attractive to me, regardless of age. 

“Can you help me move a box?” She asked.

“No, sorry!” I started up again with determination, looking east. 

No way—what does she want, I thought; I’m not doing any work for a stranger. I had to get to the pinball machines. I walked past Baltimore, up the ramp to the boardwalk, when I questioned involvement with older girls. Maybe it was my Beatle-length hair and lanky height of over six feet.

Never mind the girl’s box, down to the pier, and Trimper’s rides. I had to stay out of trouble, and equally important—stay out of the rain as my unstylish grey jacket became soaked with water. 

Once inside the arcade, I played pinball before running out of change I collected from recycled pop bottles. Nevertheless, I had fun wandering around and watching people, especially young girls, to be precise. 

I enjoyed a new sense of freedom. I loved coming to the boardwalk, no matter how I arrived. At worse, it was a three-mile walk. I realized soon enough that I needed income and a job. The activity at the south end of the beach, plenty busy, provided ample work opportunities. Being the summer before tenth grade, I couldn’t drive but vowed to find a way to land a job no matter its location.

Back home at the cottage, my childhood friend, Mike, next door, suggested I join the Beach Patrol. 

“Me, a lifeguard? Not a chance.” 

“Sure, you can, you can swim.” 

“But I can’t run fast like you, and besides, those guys could be in a muscle man contest. I’m the scrawny kid who gets sand kicked in my face.” 

“Maybe next year....” Mike said and let it go.

I wanted to work to be independent. The summer before, I placed bumper stickers on cars in the parking lot of Ocean Playland, working for Mr. Caine.  But that added up to only fifty cents an hour.  Besides, my father yelled at me for putting the stickers on our family car, making that career short-lived. 

Jobs existed at the south end of town. I set out one sunny day to the inlet at the start of the boardwalk. I knocked on or entered each store or concession, asking if they needed help. I knew somebody would need me; it was just a matter of how many doors. After several blocks progressing north along the pier, the owner of a Dairy Queen hired me for a dollar an hour. Was that legal? I asked myself. She read my mind. 

“We’re a resort town; we don’t follow minimum wage requirements.” She added, “You get 30 minutes for lunch and can have one ice cream sandwich or the equivalent.”

Man, she was stingy. But I had a job! I hitched a ride home, and Mom agreed to get me there on time each morning by ten.

I was soon promoted to the window to take orders.  An older girl worked there and helped me learn the machines and how to fill the cones with the ice milk-based product. The owner, a thin, energetic crotchety woman with early signs of grey in her pulled-back hair, kept a heavy eye on us if she wasn’t resupplying or taking care of a customer. After the fourth day, I felt comfortable working and joked with my coworker. But then came the mistake.

A plastic container for the orange drink kept the fluid circulating above where cups were placed to dispense the beverage.  We removed the domed lid and added syrup and water to the base to replenish the drink. A central spout served to spray the mixture to the undersurface of the domed lid, making the liquid go outwards and down, several gallons in total. This kept the solution mixed. The spout inched higher than the rest of the see-through base with the top off.

My turn to add water to the orange drink container. I used a 5-gallon bucket and step ladder. While adding the water, I kept an eye on the spout (an inch higher), thinking it was my fill point. The orange drink overflowed! And made a royal mess. The owner’s face turned livid red. How could I be so stupid?

The coworker helped me clean up the mini flood with towels the boss provided. Then we used a mop and bucket to keep the floor from getting sticky. Time is money, and the overflowing syrupy orange drink cost her at least a dollar. 

That was it. She didn’t need me anymore. She let me go on the spot after her floor was acceptably cleaned. I gave up the thought of working the rest of that summer. I’d start over again. Tenth grade ahead; next summer would be different.

As summer approached, I began to think of work, and I couldn’t shake the comments Mike made about being a guard. I respected lifeguards, pool or otherwise. They ran the show, like the patrol guard in elementary school. Pool guards’ badges on their suits indicated their certification in senior lifesaving. Older personnel had WSI for Water Safety Instructor. Beach patrol guards didn’t just sit in a chair. They blew their whistles a lot, constantly sent flag messages, and even dove in with their orange buoy for an occasional rescue. Maybe I would work for them, and that would work for me. 

Spending most of our summers at the family cottage at 66th Street, swimming and body surfing came naturally. In scouts, I passed the mile swim test. And when I was 12, the only time on a swim team, I placed in two events at the county championship.

I might be a lifeguard. 

I could have performed better in other sports, at least in what was available. I was over six feet, thin and awkward.  In ninth grade, a cross country “club” allowed me to do better than other first-year students. While I emulated the lifeguards at the beach, many of them, in my mind, were older football players. That attitude changed in tenth grade. 

I fit in, like an athlete, one of them. Despite running as a sophomore on the cross-country team, I sat near senior football players at the lunch table. Somehow, they showed respect for me running all the miles in training. I don’t think they especially liked jogging around the practice field.

My school did offer a four-week senior life-saving course by the American Red Cross for any tenth grader—I didn’t have to be 16!  I eagerly took this course, hoping to be a beach guard someday. I also lifted weights to improve my physique. 

At the start of the summer after tenth grade, I wanted to try out for the Beach Patrol, but hesitated. I didn’t have a car at 15. The path of least resistance led me back to Ocean Playland across the street. Instead of bumper stickers, I was old enough to work a concession stand, “Pitch ‘til you Win.” It didn’t last after two weeks. Back to the lifeguarding idea. I knew at that time in mid-June that it was now or never. The guard at our beach encouraged me to try out. 

I remained nervous about applying. This was my first real job, at least something I dreamed of doing. Was I too young? Not strong enough to pull in drowning victims? I had seen others in trouble in the water. I wanted to help and be proud to serve.
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Looking west, our cottage faced the Coastal Highway and Assawoman Bay. French neighbor’s home is in the foreground on the right. 1962.
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SUMMERS AT THE SHORE
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The Dunes at 66th

With my younger siblings: Will, Mary, and Susy.
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My escape from school came every summer at the shore. My parents acquired our dream cottage in 1955 in North Ocean City, Maryland, a sparse area with seasonal places and apartment buildings. We opened the house in June and closed it after Labor Day. We rarely visited in the winter except for spring breaks.

After breakfast, we headed to the beach with an umbrella, folding chair, and towels. Mom preferred to park closer to the water, where she felt the cool ocean breeze. She kept an eye on us—there were no lifeguards. She’d yell to us from under her umbrella, “Watch the undertow, don’t go past your waist!”  

Mom was there for us. She’d jump to our rescue if our feet couldn’t touch the bottom. She didn’t recognize a rip other than to keep us out of deep holes.

Almost every day, I played with neighborhood kids. Rich stayed with his retired grandparents, the Grinnell’s, for most of that first summer. Situated right behind us, their front porch faced 66th Street and the empty lots north. Rich’s cousin, Mike, also the same age, came a later summer. Bats, another childhood friend, stayed on the next street south. Together, we learned to swim and comb the beach.

The water remained in the upper sixties most of the summer, so much so that after an hour, our thin bodies shivered with blue lips and teeth chattering. To warm up, Rich and I headed to the slope of the dune line, flopped on our bellies, and grabbed an armful of the sunbaked sand under our chests. We talked freely away from the parents. This was heaven.

“I hope they can’t hear us; they always follow us to the same hill.” Rich referred to his younger sisters Arlette, Colette, and Evette, who more graciously laid on towels where my sister Mary joined them. 

“That was fun the other week at the boardwalk. I beat you in a skeet ball. Can’t wait to do it again.” I nudged Rich to open his eyes.”

“So—a second of silence—besides, my arm hurt from wrestling you to the ground earlier. I’ll take pinball over you any day.” Rich said.

I looked at the girls to make sure they weren’t listening. “Maybe we’ll meet some interesting girls and play spin the bottle.” 

“Hot diggity, hot diggity, oh what you do to me!”  I bellowed the hit song Mom sang at home.

“Cut it out!” Rich said. 

“When are we going to go again? When? Mom drove last time. You think you can ask Memere?” 

“Maybe, I’ll try,” Rich said.

“Sure; how much money have you saved?” We thought we might need more change. After lying long enough to warm up and plan our next venture, we jumped up and raced to the shore break to wash the sand off; no towels were needed. We dried ourselves by the sun, searching the grounds, our favorite pastime when not in the water.  

Within the eyesight of the grownups, we looked for rewards: a lost watch, a pair of sunglasses, or a plastic beach shovel. For us, the most prized find consisted of moneymaking pop bottles! Storms brought odd objects, including the girl’s favorite, shells.

“Dibs!” Rich yelled as he charged for the half-buried 10-ounce Royal Crown bottle. Fair and thin, he outran me every time.

Pulling it from the sand, he said, “That’s the fourth three-center this week.” 

My collection included three small Coke bottles before the next trip to the Wishing Well to cash them in.
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