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  To Linda I. Molloy: my wife, my in-house editor, my business manager, cheerleader, and more!




  One day, people will hear the iconic name Cape Hatteras Island, and they will say, “Yeah, that is the place with all those heroic US Life-Saving Service stations and that one really famous lighthouse.”







  A hero is an ordinary individual who finds the strength to persevere and endure in spite of overwhelming obstacles.




  —Christopher Reeve




    Hero: a person who is admired or idealized for courage, outstanding achievements, or noble qualities.




  —Oxford Languages








  
FOREWORD





  The power of the sea, when you are confronted by it, is a frightening thing. I’ve seen it more than once, both at sea and ashore. There were a few times, in the decades I have spent in my lifelong interaction with the ocean, when it seemed that the moment had come. It’s both terrifying and also numbing. You realize, even when gripped with fear, that there is nothing that you can do but hold on. Gordon Lightfoot’s famous line in “The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald” about wondering where the love of God goes when waves turn minutes into hours is a perfect line that I did not understand until I went to sea. Time stands still and yet seems endless when you are caught up in an event like that. Your ship—your home, your seemingly safe haven, and the nexus of your existence—is nothing more than a dust speck on God’s eyeball.




  I will always remember those moments, one in particular in the middle of the vast, open Pacific. However, I will always be thankful that I never encountered the fury of the sea on the shores of the Graveyard of the Atlantic. In the pages that follow, as you read Shipwreck Rescues of the Outer Banks, you will be transported to those same beaches more than a century ago, to vicariously be there as the violence of storms and the heroism of the United States Life-Saving Service’s crews are matched in very real human dramas and occasional tragedies.




  Standing on the beach of Pea Island, years ago on an archaeological survey for shipwrecks, I watched as wind-whipped foam and frothy water struck the dunes and the water rushed up to their base and devoured the sand. As the dunes fell, so too did the highway. It happened very fast, and fortunately, no one died on that beach that day. I will always remember it, though, as sitting in a ranger patrol vehicle, with a working radio and behind the barricades we’d erected, I was handed a lesson in not only the power of the sea but also in the circumstances faced by the mariners whose lost ships I was seeking, which lay buried on that beach by storms of decades and centuries past.




  Those shipwrecks and the stories around them are profound human stories with meaning. They are also stories that can be forgotten—and often are in the fast pace of an evolving world with its own events and tragedies, as well as moments of exceptional human responses to those events. It is thanks to historians like James D. Charlet that these stories live on, introduced to modern audiences with fresh perspectives and additional research that substantively builds on earlier works. I will always be a fan of David Stick, whose landmark books on the Outer Banks remain on my shelves, but right next to them I will be placing Shipwreck Rescues of the Outer Banks as another go-to resource. Sit back, now, and explore what defined heroism of the best sort of the rugged and dangerous shores of the Graveyard of the Atlantic.




  James P. Delgado




  Washington, DC




  September 2024











  
PREFACE





  The US Life-Saving Service is one of the least known, yet most fascinating and inspirational aspects in all of America’s storied history. Author Ralph Shanks says, “They were the greatest heroes of the American coast, routinely risking their lives in the grand maritime rescues . . . yet somehow, America forgot these peaceful heroes.” Most Americans have never heard of this valiant predecessor of today’s United States Coast Guard.




  The brave souls known as surfmen had one mission: saving lives in peril on the sea, “so others may live.” During their forty-four-year history, using no more than small, open, wooden boats and cork life belts, often in violent and dangerous storms, they responded to more than 178,000 lives in peril from shipwrecks nationwide—of which they saved more than 177,000. Additionally, their own loss of life in these immensely dangerous circumstances was extraordinarily low, at less than 1 percent. How could we forget that?




  Why did I write this book as a sequel to my Shipwrecks of the Outer Banks: Dramatic Rescues and Fantastic Wrecks in the Graveyard of the Atlantic (2020)? Because America had forgotten these genuine heroes. We have thousands of documented, true accounts of dramatic rescues. Of these accounts, I have picked twenty-seven for this volume. I am working on volumes 3, 4, and 5—and this is just the North Carolina Outer Banks! There are thousands more on the East Coast and the Great Lakes.




  So, why the Outer Banks? I have lived for thirty-plus years, full time, on the famous Cape Hatteras Island, the centerpiece of the iconic North Carolina Outer Banks. I have traveled every inch of the land and sea from Oak Island to Corolla. I have experienced much of what the surfmen did years ago, enduring a dozen hurricanes, many more nor’easters, lightning storms, frozen Sound waters, and more. I can empathize.




  A note about both book covers: I designed the first one and then commissioned artist Gary Gowans to create the original art. The art says the title of the book. Happily, Gary agreed to do this one of his own original design, still visually repeating the title. I am thankful for this talented artist. Both the artist and I live on the North Carolina coast, both book covers are original art, and both are copyrighted.




  











  I.




  THE BIG PICTURE











  CHAPTER 1




  THE UNITED STATES LIFE-SAVING SERVICE




  THE NATIONAL PICTURE




  From 1871 to 1915, almost three hundred United States Life-Saving Service (USLSS) Stations dotted America’s coastlines. Twenty-nine eventually operated on the Outer Banks. The surfmen of these stations had one mission: saving lives in peril on the sea. During their forty-four-year history nationwide, these brave souls responded to over 178,000 such lives in peril, of which they saved more than 177,000. Yet somehow, America forgot these peaceful heroes.




  The Predecessors




  The United States was one of the last major countries to establish a governmental system of saving the lives of coastal shipwreck victims; but to be fair, the United States was also one of the last major countries to be established.




  Instances of coastal shipwreck rescues can be found as far back as Roman records. The first system that formed the basis of modern life-saving was by the Chinese in 1708, who awarded volunteer rescues.
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  The United States Life-Saving Service logo.




  Public domain.




  In 1774, the Royal Humane Society was formed in Great Britain. With an approach to treat the survivors rather than attempt preventative rescues, this model was followed in 1776 by the Amsterdam Rescue Society and many others leading up to America’s Massachusetts Humane Society.




 

    In 1785, a group of Boston citizens met several times at the “Bunch of Grapes” tavern to consider the formation of an organization modeled on the British Royal Humane Society. They were concerned about the needless deaths resulting from shipwrecks and drownings and wanted to find ways to save lives.




  Formally established in 1786 . . . The Humane Society of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts . . . from the outset, focused on recognizing selfless lifesaving rescues and preventing such tragedies. . . . The Humane Society’s role in saving lives along the Massachusetts coast is a unique and compelling story. Its work served as a model for the US Life-Saving Service and ultimately the US Coast Guard.1







  America’s beginnings were considerably different than other countries. The very first lifesavers on America’s isolate shores were the original European settlers. They were severely isolated and lived an extremely difficult, hardscrabble life. As a result, their very existence was dependent upon helping each other, so it was only natural that when a shipwreck occurred within their sight, they would go to help. However, no records were kept of these activities, so we have no hard data.




  Lighthouses




  For the better part of its first 150 years, American consensus was that lights would help to prevent shipwrecks. Our first lighthouse was built in Boston in 1716. All thirteen original colonies, located on the Atlantic Coast, followed suit with lighthouses and lightships. There were several problems with this approach, however. A lighthouse was a static presence, limited to a fixed, specific spot. It could take no proactive measures; it simply flashed. Second, it was primarily designed to only provide help at night, and mostly during good weather. As a daymark it helped some, but only in good weather. A lighthouse could do nothing to help victims once the inevitable shipwrecks occurred, usually resulting from weather or darkness. A modern analogy would be that traffic lights alone will prevent accidents and that emergency medical services are not needed.




  For a definitive volume on the subject nationally, see American Lighthouses: A Comprehensive Guide to Exploring Our National Coastal Treasures, by Bruce Roberts and Cheryl Shelton-Roberts.2




  
Actual US Lifesaving Attempts Begin Poorly




  As shipwreck deaths, destruction, and cargo losses mounted steadily, a better system was needed. America looked across the Atlantic to our forebearer-parents who had already created the answer: the Royal National Lifeboat Institute (RNLI). It was a strictly volunteer organization, supported entirely by donations. As an island nation with generally populated coastlines, all British citizens were affected and concerned by shipwrecks, and thus had a deep, personal connection and motivation to support the cause. America, however, had one coast at the time and vast inland mainlands, with enormous stretches of isolated, unpopulated coasts.




  The Massachusetts Humane Society had made admirable success, starting with mere “houses of refuge” and then establishing lifeboat stations similar to the British volunteer model. They even invented a primitive line-throwing mortar that would eventually become the legendary Lyle gun. They admirably conducted many daring rescues, but these advancements were limited to primarily serving one port: New York.




  “By 1700, New York was the breadbasket of the Atlantic, shipping wheat to Europe, the West Indies and down the Atlantic coast.”3 It grew rapidly: “By about 1840, more passengers and a greater tonnage of cargo came through the port of New York than all other major harbors in the country combined.”4 New Jersey was a concerned and affected neighbor; in 1848, New Jersey congressman and physician William A. Newell passionately pushed a bill to establish RNLI-type lifeboat stations. In only one year, sixty-three lifeboat stations were established, mostly in New Jersey and New York. However, there were copious inadequacies with these stations. First, they were also to be run by volunteers, which in our case not only didn’t work but was also a disaster. There was no training and no practice, causing most volunteers to have no idea what to do or how to do it. Additionally, stations were neglected, and boats and supplies were taken for private use. Things were stolen. Stations were often unmanned. There were no regulations, no records maintained, and no supervision; technically placed under the US Revenue Cutter Service (born Revenue Marine) the “service” had become a free-for-all political plum.




  Drastic federal reforms came as a result of public outcry from the highly publicized fatal shipwrecks in the Great Lakes and Atlantic Coast in the winter of 1870/1871. Personnel were hired and trained as professionals. Stations were repaired and newer ones added. A national supervisor was added: Sumner I. Kimball assumed the role but was restricted by remaining as a subsection of the Revenue Cutter Service. Kimball was an honest, competent visionary who was intent on creating a world-class organization, but there was an enormous disadvantage over which he had no control. The Service was entrenched with cronyism. Government jobs were handed out as favors to family, friends, neighbors, or even potential voters. Training and practice existed on paper but was virtually invisible at the stations. Still, government property was stolen or abused. Often the stations remained understaffed or abandoned. Many keepers felt a royal sense of privilege. The new US Life-Saving Service was no more effective than the earlier Lighthouse Service.




  The late 1877 and early 1878 North Carolina shipwrecks of the Huron and the Metropolis, only twenty miles and two months apart, were the final straw.5




  A new, independent federal organization was formed in 1878 following a massive national public outcry: the United States Life-Saving Service. While holding the same name as before, its ultimate function was to become vastly different and improved—starting with the new superintendent.




  It was obvious who the only clear choice was—his middle name was not only a clue but also prophetic. Everyone wanted Sumner Increase Kimball to be the first superintendent of the new US Life-Saving Service. They also knew that the government would have to take off his straitjacket. Chapter 17 tells the whole story.




  This is why you will find three different dates for the beginning of the US Life-Saving Service. Some use the 1848 date, when the name first appeared, but it was restricted to New Jersey and New York. Many use the 1871 date, as it was becoming more national and had the right abstract but not the execution. Others use the newest 1878 date for the “Phoenix rising from the ashes,” as it officially became its own federal department.




  The United States Life-Saving Service




  Eventually the United States Life-Saving Service existed nationally on all of America’s coasts: starting on America’s primary coast, the Atlantic, then expanding to the Great Lakes, and a few on the sparsely settled Pacific Coast. Ten “Houses of Refuge” were constructed on the Gulf Coast over the next ten years but were definitely not Life-Saving stations. The United States Life-Saving Service existed from 1871 to 1915, when it merged with the US Revenue Cutter Service to become the US Coast Guard.




  The Personnel




  Superintendent Kimball was the epitome of organization and efficiency and it shone brightly in his new Service. To say that his reorganization was extremely, exceedingly, exceptionally, extraordinarily, and remarkably organized and detailed is an enormous understatement. There were standards, specific regulations, and detailed forms for any situation.




  Kimball first organized the Service into national districts, eventually being thirteen. The chain of command was (with sections of Regulations from 1884 for each in parentheses): general superintendent;6 superintendents of construction;7 inspector;8 assistant inspectors;9 district superintendents;10 keepers,11 and, finally, the surfmen.12




  The Stations




  Originally, three types of stations were used: Life-Saving Stations, Lifeboat Stations, and Houses of Refuge.




  The Life-Saving Station was the only one with a crew of paid surf-men. Originally all were built on the Atlantic Coast, and all equipped with the specialized rescue vessel called the “surfboat.” These would soon be the dominant type of station, and the ones from which most of the dramatic rescue accounts would emerge. These were the only ones with eight, rather than six, surfmen.




  The Houses of Refuge consisted of only ten buildings built across Florida’s multiple coasts. Following the original Massachusetts Humane Society concept of having a place for shipwreck victims to find shelter, food, and medicine once they saved themselves, the upgraded buildings each had one full-time keeper to live there. There was no staff or rescue equipment.




  The construction of Lifeboat Stations was a direct copy of the volunteer RNLI concept. Originally built on the less-trafficked (at the time) US coasts of the Great Lakes, the Pacific, and some remote Delaware and Virginia locations, they soon gave way to full-time Life-Saving stations.




  The Rescue Equipment




  Each station was furnished with one or more rescue boats, surfboat or lifeboat (a few had both), two beach carts with all components, and later, a life car.13




  The Drills and Duties




  Drills




  From the Revised Regulations of 1884, section “Drill and Exercise,” Regulation No. 168:




 

    The following weekly routine of drill &c will be observed during the first month of the active season at all regularly manned stations in the Service.




  Monday—Practice with beach apparatus—overhaul and examine all apparatus and gear.




  Tuesday—Practice with surf and life boat [sic].




  Wednesday—Practice with signals. (flags)




  Thursday—Practice with beach apparatus.*




  Friday—Practice resuscitation.




  Saturday—Clean house.14











  The original “Regulations” of 1873 had only five directives for “Drill and Exercise.” Each station was required to perform a beach apparatus and surfboat drill three times a year—once for the annual inspector’s visit, and twice a season for the district superintendent’s visits. Regulation No. 102 required launching the surfboat “at least once every month” (for a three-month season) and, in the extremely frugal manner of the Service, Regulation No. 103 for the beach apparatus drill states explicitly, “N o expenditure of powder, shot or rockets will be permitted for exercise.”15They were expected to throw the shot!




  




  Duties




  The details of the two basic duties—standing watch and beach patrol—are covered in volume 1.16 However, it did not address a question that may easily come to the reader. One may ask, “If all these wrecks were discovered by seeing them from the shore, either from the watch tower or the beach patrol, if these ships were close enough to see the shore, why did they still wreck?”




  The answer is one word: control. If a ship was under control and got too close to shore (as it happened often), the USLSS beach patrol would warn them off with flares. It is entirely possible that the Life-Saving Service saved more ships that way than the Lighthouse Service.




  However, if a ship was not in control, it would wreck on or near shore. It could lose control in any number of ways: violent storms, broken or snapped, captain injured, asleep, or—heaven forbid—drunk, zero visibility due to rain, fog, etcetera, even aged wooden vessels often became waterlogged and unmanageable. Once the vessel was out of control, the wind and waves would drive it helplessly toward shore. That is how all USLSS discoveries and rescues were made. Any wreck that was out of sight the lifesavers never knew about! Most, however, were like this.




  Beach Apparatus Drill




  Describing the use of the beach apparatus may seem complicated and confusing to the reader. However, to fully understand what happened, as detailed in many of the following chapters, a basic understanding is required. An occasional return here for review may be needed.




  This drill was conducted weekly at every station on Thursdays. This was a practice completed at the station on the beach, done almost always in good weather and in the daytime. Things to know: the beach cart was kept in the boat room of the station; the wreck pole (or drill pole) represented a mast of the stricken ship; the pole was the keeper’s target when firing the Lyle gun. The arrow drawn in the surf on official illustrations indicates the direction of the wind, which itself dictates placements and procedures. The side the wind is coming from is called the “weather side”; the opposite is the “lee side.”




  The logistics of the drill are not as complicated as they appear. We will walk through it using text and graphics. During the entire process, which can appear to be a three-ring circus act, the keeper only gives eight short commands:17




  WORDS OF COMMAND:




  Open boat-room doors—man the beach-wagon.




  Forward.




  Halt.




  Action.




  Man weather whip.




  Haul out.




  Man lee whip.




  Haul ashore.




  

	The station boat room doors are opened, and the beach cart is manned by the crew of eight, each in a specific position.




	The cart is hauled to a spot on the drill field (or abreast of the actual wreck in reality).




	When the keeper says stop, he has picked the spot to set up. He then marks the place to dig the sand anchor and the place the Lyle gun.
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Man Weather Whip—Haul Ashore, from Regulations for the Government of the Life-Saving Service of the United States, 1899, p. 105. Author’s photo.






	
The “Action” command is when all action simultaneously occurs, with each surfman having a specific function and duty.18 By this point, each surfman has already completed other preliminary functions. Previously, surfmen 1 and 2 have aimed the Lyle gun and setting elevation, per keeper’s commands. Surfmen 3 and 4 have taken the whip lines from the reels on the cart and have stretched them out on the beach at opposite sides, now awaiting their next duty to man the lines once it is set up. Surfmen 5 and 6 have dug a four-foot deep “X-shaped” hole to bury the sand anchor. Surfman 7 has already unloaded the shovels and pick and assisted in burying the sand anchor. Surfman 8 is standing by to ascend the wreck pole to take the place of a crew member on the ship. In the actual rescue, all surfmen remain on the beach, relying on a sailor onboard the wreck to retrieve the shot line. Watching all this activity, the keeper determines when it is safe to fire and alerts his crew with the cautionary word “ready” (and “the ship,” in actual rescue) to hold while he fires.




To get to this last command, here is the order of what occurred: the Lyle gun (C) shoots the projectile, or “shot” over the wreck pole (A) with its thin shot line attached, which comes from the dumped faking box (D). The shot continues downrange and lands on the beach or the ocean. The shot line drifts down to the platform of the wreck pole (which would be the rigging of the actual shipwreck) where surfman 8 catches it and begins to pull it toward himself. Attached to the end of the shot line is the whip line and block (pulley). When 8 gets the block, he unties the shot line and discards it. Then he ties the block to the pole (mast) about shoulder height.






	Then the next command is given, “Man weather whip” (B on right, or weather side). Now, the stoutest line, the hawser (F), is tied to the lee whip (B on left side, all one line running through a pulley attached to pole).




	When the keeper commands, “Haul out,” the surfmen (2 through 7) holding the weather whip run inshore, or away from the ocean. This pulls the lee whip toward the pole, bringing the hawser to the wreck pole. Surfman 8 ties this on the pole (or the ship’s mast) above the whip line block.



A lot happens before the final command: the shore end of the hawser is tied to the ocean end of the fall line (G)—two large pulleys with lines between them. The beach end of the fall line is attached to the already buried sand anchor (E) that has a line attached to it remaining on the surface. The hawser is stretched as tight as possible by hand, then made extremely taut by tightening the fall line. To further increase the tension and the height of the hawser (to keep victims above the rough surf), the crotch pole (H) is inserted. Now a pulley is placed on the hawser and the breeches buoy is attached to it.






	he penultimate command, “Man lee whip,” brings the breeches buoy out to the wreck pole, in the same but opposite manner as sending the hawser out. One survivor—or in this case—surfman 8, is loaded into the breeches buoy.




	Now see the figure on p. 11 again. When the final command is given, “Haul ashore,” surfmen 2 through 7 are hauling in the breeches buoy and survivor via the weather whip. (Repeat as necessary in an actual rescue!)







  Daily Life




  There is little documentation of the daily life of the surfmen, since these things were considered ordinary, mundane, and common knowledge at the time—much like how we do not document our everyday, normal occurrences (until social media, that is!). But we, as normal human beings, are interested in what their daily life was like. So, with a lot of digging in a lot of mundane places, presented here is a common picture of the average day of the lifesavers, mostly the ordinary surfman.




  Meals




  One of the most powerful forces that brings humans together is food. The early LSS stations had a single area called the “Day Room,” which had a table, chairs, a stove, and closets. This was the break room, the reading room, the playroom (for cards, checkers, dominoes, and back-gammon) and, most importantly, the kitchen. All meals were taken here. The heat from the stove was welcomed in the early years of the Service during the winter, but as the lifesavers’ season extended into the summer, it became nearly unbearable. Eventually cookhouses were built separate from the main station and other outbuildings, in order to alleviate this discomfort and in case of fire.




  Fortunately, a well-preserved and stocked cookhouse from 1911 remains, from which we have learned what the Outer Banks surfmen ate.
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    The 1911 Chicamacomico Cookhouse display recreation by author as site manager.




  Author’s photo.




  The obvious food source for the Outer Banks stations was right in front of them—the ocean and the sounds. The Atlantic Ocean offered the surfman copious amounts of seafood daily, with the huge varieties of saltwater fish easily caught from the surf; the Pamlico Sound with varieties of freshwater fish, plus crabs, shrimp, oysters, and clams, as well as otters, mink, beaver, and muskrat. However, this was just a portion of their well-rounded diet. The air was full of waterfowl and shorebirds: herons, geese, ducks, and many more. The islands were covered with vast tracks of maritime forests with deer, bear, squirrels, rabbits, wolves, and especially wild boars. Blackberries and prickly pears were abundant. Figs grew naturally there. Additionally, every Outer Banks family kept chickens, cows, horses, and grew gardens in spring and fall. Fresh food was obviously quite plentiful! There were variations with resources between each geographical region in the country, but in this similar way, the men made do with what was available locally.




  The Service did not supply food to the stations. So, in addition to what they could find and catch, the surfmen could purchase items such as canned goods, coffee, and sugar from local markets at their own expense.




  



  REGULATIONS SPEAKING TO MEALS




  It is very interesting, indeed, seeing how utterly detailed the Regulations were, that a thorough search for the words food, groceries, meals, eating, cook, mess, and kitchen in the entire documents of 1873, 1884, and 1899 produced no results!




  


  

  The surfmen either volunteered turns to cook or would hire one (again, at their own expense).




  Every Day




  From the 1884 Regulations, No. 208 states, “Great care must be taken to keep the houses [meaning “stations”] in clean and neat condition. The floors of the living rooms must be swept every morning, all utensils cleaned, and the buildings frequently aired. Dirt and rubbish must not be permitted to accumulate in the boat room.”19 Combined with the daily care, maintenance, and repair of all the equipment, this probably filled the majority of activity every day.




  One of the popular period newspaper-magazines (such as Harper’s Weekly) interviewed a surfman and asked the question, “What is your daily life like?” His answer, while not an exact quote, was synonymous with: “Well, it is hours and days and months of routine and dreadful boredom occasionally interrupted by a few moments of sheer terror!”




  One of the more boring everyday tasks for each surfman was walking the miles between stations to check the telegraph lines, making sure that none were down, obstructed, or in need of repair.




  On the lighter side, 1884 Regulation No. 88 states, “Keepers may permit their men in pleasant weather between Sunrise and sunset only to hunt or fish provided they do not trespass on private or club gunning grounds nor violate the game laws. On Such occasions, the men must not go beyond signal distance or where they cannot be easily recalled. In fine weather the keeper may permit in his discretion one surfman at a time to be absent between Sunrise and sunset for the purpose of visiting his home.”20




  Social Life




  Surfmen lived with each other for long periods of time, which helped them get to know one another well. Many also had families and all lived in the village off-duty, which sparked conversation. The beach patrol made daily contact with neighboring stations, so each got to know the other and probably their families. The seven stations that were near the Outer Banks lighthouses likely visited each other. See another definitive work on this subject by Cheryl Shelton-Roberts and Bruce Roberts in their North Carolina Lighthouses: The Stories behind the Beacons from Cape Fear to Currituck Beach.21




  Finances




  Initially, the surfmen were hired annually for only a three-month period and paid $40 per month with a $3 bonus per shipwreck response. They had no benefits. Surfmen had to pay for their own meals while on duty (as we have seen), provide their own housing, and were even required to buy their own uniforms.




    



  UNIFORMS




  There were no standard United States Life-Saving Service uniforms until 1889, a full eighteen years after the Service started. Until then, the surfmen just wore what they could provide. This is one of the more amusing accounts in Ralph Shanks’s classic book:




 

    During the early years of the Service the arrival of surfmen at a wreck could actually frighten survivors since surfmen did not get uniforms until 1889. A number of foreign ships, upon seeing a band of rugged, roughly dressed men rowing rapidly toward their disabled ship thought the surfmen must be pirates. It didn’t help when the roughly dressed men were seen to possess a small cannon. When surfmen used their Lyle gun to fire a life line toward a stranded vessel, one crew promptly offered to surrender.22












  
Changes in Becoming the United States Coast Guard




  In their time, the US Life-Saving Service had the singular mission of land-based ocean rescue. The US Revenue Cutter Service (1790–1915) had the singular mission of ocean-based law enforcement. When they merged to become the US Coast Guard, those two missions became their primary activity, with nine additional missions being added over time. The now eleven are: port and waterway security, drug interdiction, aids to navigation, search and rescue, living marine resources, marine safety, defense readiness, migrant interdiction, marine environmental protection, ice operations, and law enforcement. All this is achieved with a worldwide number of personnel (41,000 active duty) less than one US Army base at former Fort Bragg (now Liberty) (52,000; total Army personnel, 1,300, 000).




    



  NAME TERMINOLOGY: THE COAST GUARD AND THE LIFE-SAVING SERVICE




  The reader may see this term as United States Coast Guard, US Coast Guard, USCG, or simply Coast Guard. The Life-Saving Service can be United States Life-Saving (always hyphenated) Service, the USLSS, the LSS, or simply the Service. Also, notice in the period quotes how the Service routinely refers to the stations as “houses.”




  


  

  Organizational Evolution




  1915—The Revenue Cutter Service merges with the US Life-Saving Service, and is officially renamed the Coast Guard, making it the only maritime service dedicated to saving life at sea and enforcing the nation’s maritime laws.




  1939—President Franklin Roosevelt orders the transfer of the Lighthouse Service to the Coast Guard, putting it in charge of maritime navigation.




  1946—Congress permanently transfers the Commerce Department’s Bureau of Marine Inspection and Navigation to the Coast Guard, putting merchant marine licensing and merchant vessel safety in its control.




  1967—The Coast Guard is transferred to the Department of Transportation.




  2003—The Coast Guard is transferred again, this time to the Department of Homeland Security, where it currently serves.




  Nomenclature




  The Revenue Cutter Service had used Navy terms such as captain, commander, bosun, seaman, and so on. This terminology was also used in the new Coast Guard organization, which was developed to be more ocean based than land based. However, habit is a strong force, so for many years after the merger, former Life-Saving stations and personnel continued to use the terms “keeper” and “surfman.” What used to be surfman 1 was now officially bosun’s mate first class, or BM1. However, for several years the old terms persisted. Interestingly, the designation of “surfman” was recently reintroduced by the Coast Guard. It is the highest designation in the Coast Guard for small boat operations. Highly coveted, these new surfmen are stationed at just over 10 percent of the United States Coast Guard’s 188 boat stations.




  Conclusion




  Although starting poorly, the United States Life-Saving Service grew into what was arguably the single most heroic national service. A concise and precise summary is the opening paragraph of Ralph Shank’s book:




 

    They were the greatest heroes of the American coast, routinely risking their lives in the grand maritime rescues. Their work was respected and honored by America’s most prestigious leaders, celebrated in the most popular publications of their time and of deep interest to medical, educational, religious and political leaders. The Wright Brothers [sic] knew them well, poet Walt Whitman wrote of them, and the artist Winslow Homer painted them. But somehow America forgot these peaceful heroes. Yet anyone reading of their bravery today will always remember them. The Life-Saving Service answered that most basic of human questions, “Who will help in our hour of greatest need?”23







  Being a surfman of the US Life-Saving Service was a gruelingly difficult but extremely rewarding life. These were the peaceful heroes that America somehow forgot.




  Footnote




  *After the first month, Monday practices with beach apparatus could be omitted.
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