

On August 27th 1893, Dunbar Davis, the keeper of the Oak Island lifesaving station in North Carolina, coordinated the rescue of four wrecked ships and over thirty lives in the middle of an intense hurricane using only lifelines and lifeboats to conduct his rescues. He was rowing, swimming, pulling and saving lives for twelve hours straight. 
 During a similar hurricane in 1899, Rasmus Midgett was on a beach parole when he heard the sounds of breakers on a wreck, and cries of distress within. Fearing he hadn’t enough time to return to his station, he walked into the fierce pounding waves of the ocean and instructed the passengers according to his rescue. Upon the fall of the next breaker, he returned to the ship and grabbed a passenger that was descending from the ropes alongside the vessel. He performed this feat seven times, single handedly. Upon their rescue, those seven informed him that there were still three on board the ship, but that they were too wounded to descend on their own. Rasmus returned to the water, scaled the side of the ship, grabbed an injured sailor, then descended and returned him to safety on the beach. He climbed the ship two more times. When he returned to his station, he was able to report the finding of the wrecked Priscilla, and the rescue of the entire crew- by himself.2 At 62 years old, Joshua James lead a crew that served six wrecks and saved 29 lives in one day during a hurricane in MA, and the very next year as a newly appointed keeper at a brand new station, he lead the fresh crew to save nearly ten more ships in just a few hours during a single winter storm.3

Who were these great men? Why did they risk their lives day in and day out to save the strangers that passed by their shores and found themselves in distress? They were men that served in what was at one time thought to be one of the most popular and honorable services in the United States of America. The Unites States Lifesaving Service was one of the precursory organizations to the United States Coast Guard and demanded great dedication and bravery to stay within its ranks. Men of all walks of society joined and proved themselves out of necessity and philanthropy. Sailors would never forget the men who saved their lives when they wrecked, or those who perished trying. Though the risks of the service were undeniable, the benefit to society was too great to be ignored. Today the service is commonly remembered by one phrase alone “You have to go out, but you don’t have to come back.” The USLSS was a great service with a significant impact on our culture, and has a history stretching back hundreds of years. 


The Chinese were the first to develop the first government sponsored lifesaving organization in the world. In 1708, the Chinking Association for the Saving of Life was established on the shores of the Yangtze River. They used systems which coordinate junks and lifesaving stations which were all marked and easily recognizable as aid services to sailors. Benevolent societies were established to help fund such efforts, and eventually, the government funded a wide range of supporting organizations with the goal of saving sailors in distress. This example was adopted sounder by the powers of Europe, and by the time of the American Revolution, both the English and the Dutch had their own systems of coordinated lifesaving efforts, usually in the form of privately founded government funded benevolent societies or local government organizations. As these organizations received more support from their governments, they were able to adapt new technologies to bring sailors from wrecks to shore, and the later Dutch and English organizations built off what technologies the Chinese had previously developed. In 1824, the Royal National Lifeboat Institution was founded in England, and the practice of official coordinated national lifesaving was born. The service had the personal support of all of the leaders of the English government, including King George IV and William Wilberforce.4

In 1784, a small group of individuals called together by a British physician by the name of Dr. Mayes in the interest of forming a lifesaving organization. Mayes modeled his ideas after the developing lifesaving trend in England, and those whose support he won established the Massachusetts Humane Society for that purpose. The organization quickly became popular and was successful in gaining support early on. The governor of Massachusetts, one of the founders of Harvard Medical School, Dr. Samuel Adams and Mr. Paul Revere were among the society’s first members, and John Hancock, Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington endorsed the society, personally contributing support and ideas to further its efforts. The Mass. Humane Society started its efforts by building small Houses of Refuge, which were little more than small huts with a few days supplies, meant to provide sustenance for stranded sailors on the beaches of Massachusetts. By 1807, the society was developing its own lifeboats and styles of sea rescue, and soon it became clear that even these mediocre efforts were making a huge difference in the number of casualties involved with shipwrecks and even created comfort in the minds of sailors. Soon, events would take place that made it clear to the United States government that something had to be done about the numerous losses of life and cargo at sea, and that the success of the humane society was too great to go overlooked.


Boston, New York City and Philadelphia were major trading centers in the early nineteenth century, and the coasts of New York, New Jersey and most of all Massachusetts are very rocky and posed serious dangers to navigators of that time. In the 1820’s, some ships began to give their passengers the option of purchasing life vests, and others began to install life boats capable of carrying the entire capacity of the ships. Such ships were rare however until in 1837, a tragic wreck off the coast of Cape Hatteras saw several lives saved by the little known lifebelts. Nearly all others on board the boat had drowned, and the success of the belts created a wave of safety awareness across the nation. That same year, Joseph Francis, an officer of the US Revenue Marine designed a particularly seaworthy lifeboat and persuaded a New Orleans ship to advertise the use of the lifeboat for its next voyage. As safety became of greater importance in the minds of the American public, crisis erupted in Europe. As the potato famine broke out across Ireland, nearly every country in Europe experienced revolution, and in 1848, multiple ships loaded with hundreds of immigrants each were lost only within miles of New York. This sequence of events combined caused an average loss of ninety ships per year from 1818 to 1848 off the coast of New England alone, and created sufficient need and awareness in the minds of the nation to warrant funding a national lifesaving organization.6

In 1846, U.S. Navy Lieutenants Thornton A. Jenkins and Richard Bache file a report to the Secretary of the treasury commenting on the recent high loss of life and monetary value at sea, and recommended that the United States found a national service dedicated to the saving of lives at sea. The report also mentioned and commended the Royal National Lifeboat Institution and its efforts toward such services.7

Earlier in his life, William A. Newall had witnessed the wreck of the Austrian Brig Terasto in which 13 lives were lost. At the time of the afore mentioned incidences, he was a newly elected congressman from New Jersey and he became determined to prevent such incidences from occurring in the future. In 1847, congress had allocated $5,000 for the lifesaving effort, but had not specifically designated the money, thus it was never spent. Newall attached $10,000 dollars to the bill, and saw that the Mass. Humane Society receive the unspent sum of the previous year. His bill passed, and his new $10,000 dollars officially establishing the Lifesaving Service and to “purchase Surfboats, rockets, carronades and other rescue equipment.”8 Thus, the U.S.L.S.S. was born, with Captain Douglas Ottinger of the United States Revenue Marine to head the new organization.


Ottinger quickly established eight stations, “little more than crude one-and-a-half-story frame boathouses, 16 feet wide by 28 feet long” of similar architecture along the coast of New Jersey, and equipped them with basic rescuing technology “hawsers, hauling lines and shot lines.”9 The stations had no paid crews or attendants, but the availability of the equipment still provided opportunity for chivalrous local citizens to aid in case of shipwrecks. On the 12th of January, 1850, the wreck of the Ayrshire John Maxen proved the effectiveness of this system by leading the rescue of 248 of the 249 passengers aboard the vessel. 


After the foundations for the system were established, Ottinger began to develop new methods and equipment to aid in the rescue process. His life car proved very effective and its iron shell design was responsible for all the 248 saved from the Ayrshire the soul casualty being from a man who refused to enter the small covered vessel. He also designed a metal surfboat which he contracted for production, but the boat proved inefficient in design for service. Ottinger also developed a mortar which he dubbed an “eprovette” which was more efficient and had a longer range than the rockets previously used to deliver lines to stranded ships for rescue.
 By the end of 1849, all eight of the original L.S.S. stations were equipped with Ottinger’s technologies. The success thereof allowed the expansion of the service, and soon, it grew to include the entire coast of Long Island. The New York Benevolent association was then created to keep after the stations and raise volunteers to man them when needed.11 In March, congress allocated an additional $20,000 for the expansion of the service along Long Island and six additional stations in New Jersey.12

In 1849, Lt. John McGowan of the revenue marine oversaw the construction of 6 new stations and Edward Vatts, the secretary of the treasury, 8. In 1850, the service expanded north to Rhode Island, and by 1854, the trend of expansion came to include fifty five (and 80 surfboats) stations from Florida to New England, on the Great Lakes, and in Texas, but the stations still had no permanent crews.13 

On April 16, 1854, the Powhattan wrecked off the coast of New Jersey, with massive loss of life, and no effort from the local service crew. News of the wreck spread across the country as the bodies washed up on Absecom beach, 95 miles south of Trenton N.J. By April, the men of the local lifesaving station were off duty, so no one was there to respond to the wreck. The New York Times posted a list of recognizable crew members in its April 22nd issue, and reported on the wreck for three days. One man reported hearing the immigrants on board the ship drowning, 



“The shrieks of the desperate creatures were melancholy, 



but I could render them no aid... The men got back the 



next morning from the Government station-house with a 



life boat, mortar, and the usual wrecking apparatus, but it 



was too late.” 

The number of people drowned was “in the vicinity of Two Hundred persons” and more than 30 washed up on shore with various injuries. Reports were given "that several bodies have been robbed by shore villains on the Beach.”14 The Government have no provision here to prevent such depredations." There were no survivors, though the wreck was visible from shore.15 The news shocked the nation, and soon congress deemed that paid keepers would man their stations year round and take the responsibility of raising the volunteer crews in time of emergency, but failed to allocate sufficient funds to pay them until 1857. That same year, however, the service was expanded to RI, Texas, Georgia, Florida, and into the Carolinas. $12,500 was also allocated to purchase dozens of lifeboats for use in the Great Lakes. 16

Not all of the stations however were manable. Some of the stations were simply houses of refuge (all of those in Florida) and several were little more than boat houses, with a surfboat and equipment. Inspections were made regularly by appointees of the Treasurer, as well as officers of the Revenue Marine to make sure that equipment and provisions remained in working order. Those in charge of building and inspecting the structures were directly appointed and acted as agents of the treasury.17 In 1856, the treasury department conducted a survey of the stations and the issue of a lack of paid crews came to the attention of the Secretary. It was deemed however, that the crews worked so well as volunteers, paying them might encourage men of lesser spirit to take up the ranks of the service, thus the suggestion was turned down. 18

In 1866, Newell, this time in support of representative O’Neil of Pennsylvania, was able to pass another $10,000 bill for the service which had been badly neglected during the civil war, as was reflected in a survey taken by Secretary Sewell in 1863.19 In 1869, the New Jersey legislature again attempted to win funds for the service in an effort to establish six person crews, but failed.20  The war had seen a rash of poorly qualified politically motivated appointees to run the service and thus a lack of maintenance of the stations. The quality of the service declined as did the moral of the servicemen in many areas. In a time where tens of thousands of soldiers and sons, both northern and southern were perishing sometimes daily, it was difficult to maintain support for the humanitarian effort of volunteer lifesaving.21 


In 1870, a contribution by representative Charles Haight and Senator John P. Stockton allowed that every other station in New Jersey be manned with a 6 person crew to be paid $40 monthly from Dec. 15 to March 15, but the system was heavily flawed because it played no regard to demographics or necessity.22 Wrecks taking place in isolated areas with no surf men sometimes found no aid, while others occurring closer to cities found an abundance, where both a crew and volunteers were available to assist. 


In 1871, The United States Lifesaving Service saw two of its most important and drastic changes since its 1848 founding. The first was a $200,000 bill from congress, and the second was the appointment of Sumner Increase Kimball to its head. Kimball already headed the U.S. Revenue Marine, and his appointment now meant that he could coordinate the two services with ease. He also saw the difficulties and flaws in the system of political appointments previously used by the department of the treasury and set out to end them. He made a deal treasury Secretary Boutwell -

 

“I shall accept your offer upon one condition. If you will 



stand by me, after I have convinced you that I am right, I 



shall attempt to bring about the reforms you desire. But I



want to warn you that the pressure will be tremendous. 



Congressmen will come to you in long processions and will 



attempt to convince you that I am wrong and that the 



service is being ruined. It will require an uncommon display 



of backbone on your part, but if you will stand firm and refer 



all complaints to me I promise you that I shall put the service 



where you want it and where it ought to be.” 

To which Boutwell replied, 



“I shall support you. No matter what the pressure may be



I shall not interfere."23

Kimball immediately set out with a series of reforms and surveys of the service, and gathered up what little recorded data he could find from the service’s records.24 In his official report, he stated that, 

 

“No official record of disasters was kept prior to the appointment



 of superintendents in 1855, and the reports made to the 



Department since have not been regular or complete. I have been 



able to learn with certainty of the rescuing of 4,163 lives and the 



saving of $716,000 worth of property through the instrumentality 



of this service. There is reason to believe that these figures would 



be largely increased if accurate statistics could be obtained.”25

With the new massive influx of money, and newly appointed competent officers, Kimball sent James H. Merryman on a short expedition to test different kinds of lifesaving equipment from all over the world and decide which types would be the most efficient. At the same time, Kimball set out to rebuild and repair the then decreed 1848 stations and replace them with 42 x 18 foot stations, as well as constructing 18 new stations in Long Island and New Jersey. The following year, congress authorized another $100,000 for the expansion of the service, and Kimball built 21 more stations, extending the service all the way north to Maine, with a few stations on the Pacific coast and nearly every shoreline of the continental United States. He also finally settled the issue of volunteer crews, hiring six man paid crews for all of the stations (still excluding keeper-only houses of refuge and boathouses). The Lifesaving Service was on a roll.26

The paid crews created problems amongst the servicemen, for the fore mentioned prediction of dispassionate crews forming quickly became true. Some men were simply in the service for the pay, though likely most felt at least some duty to those in danger on the ocean. This created conflict within the ranks in either case, or some crews felt the conflict particularly hard. In both cases, the trend of the lifesaver began to change, as time went on, the crews grew progressively younger, and for many the job began to seem less a career than a head start.27

When Merryman returned from his experiments, he encouraged the use of a new, more efficient mortar, as well as a new self-righting lifeboat designed by the Royal National Lifeboat Institution, which was faster and easier to launch from a ramp (where possible) than the surfboats from the beach. He also introduced the breeches buoy and the cork life belt. Merryman also wrote out a ling set of regulations and codes for the service which were officially adopted on Jan. 11, 1873.28 The new technologies were incorporated into the service as well.29(See Equipment and Lifeboats below)

The next year, congress contacted Kimball and gave him a desired criteria of expansion. Kimball then calculated the cost, and congress authorized the construction of 51 more stations, mostly along the Great Lakes and Pacific Coast. They also allotted a $30,000 sum to incorporate the Army Signal Corps and the United States Lighthouse Service into the new expansions. Kimball set up the service so that the individual Lifesaving Stations could be inspected by the captains of the Revenue Service, so that wide scale inspections did not have to be carried out by the treasury department, and would instead be done so by experienced officers. 30


In 1875, the wreck of the Giovanni off the coast of Cape Cod saw the loss of 13 men. The lifesaving crew was present and witnessed the wreck, but the eprovette’s range was not sufficient to reach the ship and the surf was too rough to launch a life boat. It was clear that the loss of life was due to a lack of sufficiently capable equipment, not to actions on the part of servicemen. Merryman set about finding a new sort of cannon that was inexpensive and had a longer range. In 1878, Lt. David Lyle announced his invention of a gun that would shoot over six hundred yards, nearly twice the range of the previous gun, and the service began to incorporate its use along with the rest of its improved technologies.31

Records began to show serious improvement in the effectiveness of the Lifesaving Service. Between 1871 and 1878, the service aided 578 wrecks- 6287 people, and saved 5,981, an 87% reduced loss of life.32 This high rate of success and expansion was soon threatened by two disasters that thirty years earlier would probably have gone unreported.


On Nov. 24, 1877, at 1:30 A.M. the Huron, a U.S. gunboat, had set sail during a storm for a surveying expedition. Only a few miles out of Norfolk, the ship began being blown toward shore, and finally struck ground. The seas began to break over the side of the vessel, and hatches were washed clear off the deck. When the crew attempted to launch one of the life boats, it was smashed against the ship, and shortly thereafter sunk. The crew then began burning flares and signals in an attempt to alert someone from shore, but no response was given. As the engine crew gave up their efforts, the boilers broke loose, and the ship turned onto her port side. All hands were ordered to the front of the boat as the ship was slowly torn apart by the ocean. Just before sunrise, a light was seen on the beach, and the crew cheered with delight, but that soon turned to dismay again as when the captain and one of the crew attempted to launch the last lifeboat, a wave capsized it, sending them overboard never to be seen again. As the ocean gradually took its toll on the crew, one man was washed over two times and made it back to the safety of the bow, only to drown on his third and final. Two men managed to make it to shore safely, only to find that the lifesaving crew was nowhere to be found, and the locals had not attempted a rescue for fear of punishment for breaking into a government facility. Of the 132 crewmembers on the Huron, only 34 survived, and the wreck took place right in front of an active station.33

Only a few months later, on January 31, 1878, the Metropolis was delivering supplies for the building of a railroad, carrying iron rails and Irish laborers. The rails, however, were improperly stacked, and began to cause damages to the hull of the ship. As the ship began to take on water, the seas worsened and efforts to bail failed. Soon, the boilers were extinguished, and the ship was rendered useless. The lifeboats had washed overboard, and so the ship lay adrift in heavy squalls with over two hundred passengers. Due to the boats considerable distance from the nearest station and the inexperienced crew’s difficulty in securing rescue lines, the station crew was unable to secure means of rescue for the ships crew despite hours of effort. They helped those who managed to reach the shore alive, but fewer than 60 of the 200 some passengers did so. Unfortunately, the message delivered to the telegraph was sent before the crew arrived at the scene, so to Washington was dispatched the message “At 6:50 A.M. steamship Metropolis struck on Currituck Beach, three miles south of Currituck Light. 248 persons were on board; 50 swam ashore. No assistance from Life Saving Stations.”34

These two horrible incidences occurred within three months of each other and within dozens of miles of one another, and were quite damaging to the service. The secretary of the Navy proposed that the Life Saving Service be integrated into the Navy and deemed inadequate as a civilian service, and members of congress squabbled as some accused the service of foul management. Samuel S. Cox however soon afterward made a speech to congress praising Kimball and his success and efforts with the service thus far, and introduced a massively expansive bill. A huge debate ensued wherein friends of Cox told stories of rescues and demonstrated the importance of the service. Nearly every member of congress change their mind as they came to appreciate the relentless acts of bravery of the servicemen. 35 Added to the bill was a measure establishing the United States Lifesaving Service as its own organization, not simply a department of the treasury, and the bill passed. On the 18th of June, 1878, Rutherford B. Hayes signed the bill into law. Sumner Kimball was made General Superintendent and put in charge of operations therein.36

As the service continued into the 1880’s, efforts went underway to expand the use of motorized lifeboats and self righting models that were more versatile and durable than the smaller, vulnerable surfboats. Stations all over the country adjusted to expanding trade and the shipping industry began to shift heavily from sail to steam power. Those who worked within the service continued to improve their record, and every year, congress allocated funds for the further expansion of the service and to maintain the excellent record of the service. In August 1889, a new set of regulations and disciplinary standards was brought into play which further improved the service, though some found it to be demoralizing and sometimes unconstructive. The federal government increased its hand in the organization as well, attempting coordination with various other programs and regulations, but also created several medal programs allowing rewards for the honor and courage the Life Saving Service members displayed. 37

From 1881-1892, the service had become so efficient that of the 40,667 people they had attempted to assist, only 232 had died. They salvaged over five times their expenditures, and became nearly one hundred percent efficient at saving the lives of seamen. As the trend of recreational watercraft came into being in the 20th century, the Live Savers only became more efficient at their jobs as the number of wrecks grew to nearly seven times what they were in 1882.38

In 1915, with the support of Sumner Kimball, the United States Lifesaving Service merged with the United States Revenue Marine to form the United States Coast Guard.
In 1918, in one of the first great rescues of the new Coast Guard, the British Tanker Mirlo carrying a full load of gasoline was struck by a mine off the coast of North Carolina. John A. Midgett, keeper of the Chicamicomico Station lead a crew of men into a wall of flames and explosions to rescue the crewmembers whose boat had overturned in the harsh weather. The successful rescue proved that though under a new organization, the rescuers of the USLSS had only become emboldened by their new branch.39  

From 1848 to 1915, hundreds of people, volunteers and servicemen gave their lives to provide comfort and aid to an unfortunate few who found themselves in the surf. They had hundreds of stations on shores all over the United States. The form of lifesaving and the unique types of rescue preformed by the men of the USLSS would continue to be preformed throughout the Second World War and past it into the 1950’s, and the lifesavers of yesterday would pass on their lessons and courage to a younger generation, which now relies upon GPS, infra-red, radar and digital navigation to keep us safe and off the beach. They started out in New England, but their services eventually extended to every beach in the United States. They were once one of the most popular celebrated groups of professionals in the country, and now they are all but forgotten. They had to go out, but they didn’t have to come back. The men of the United States Lifesaving Service saved 181,449 lives and salvaged over 28,000 ships from 1871-1915, and the history of their service deserves to be told.  
Equipment and Lifeboats


Perhaps the most interesting piece of equipment used by the lifesaving service was the Coston flare or signal. The signal, similar to the modern road flare, was a paper tube with chemicals inside that once lit, would burn brightly and release lots of smoke to provide a very visible signal. To the bottom of the tube was attached a wooden handle by which a USLSS man would hold the signal high over his head to alert ships upon their first discovery. Men on ships would likewise use the signals to alert people on the shores at night. The signal is unique in that it was not named for its intended inventor, Benjamin Franklin Coston, but for his wife, Martha Coston who after her husband’s death, perfected B.F. Coston’s failed efforts, replacing chemicals he used with more combustible ones. Her invention made her both famous and wealthy. In an era where women were striving hard to win equal rights, one might say that she was a signal herself.1 


Over the years, several methods were developed to send a lifeline from shore to ship. Originally, the line was thrown with a weight to reach ships close in. The early Chinese services used rockets to shoot a line over the ships rigging, but they proved difficult to aim. Mortars were also developed with attached ropes to the projectiles which could be shot to a ship’s crew to attach. Both methods were tested and adapted by the British in the early nineteenth century. The Lyle Gun and the less commonly used Hunt Gun were both designed from the concept of a mortar, but used a longer barrel, and more aerodynamic and accurate projectiles. They were more similar to small cannons than Mortars, and shot a projectile that was much simpler to manage. 


All guns and equipment would be carried to the beach in a large cart referred to as a “beach apparatus,” which also carried mounted spools for convenient carrying and use of lines. 


The process for transporting people of a wrecked ship was fundamentally fairly simple. Transporting the gear to the needed location, closest to the wreck as possible on the beach, the crew would set down a Lyle gun or mortar, load it with powder and a projectile, and fire it across the rigging or bow of the ship. To the projectile would be attached a line, which was wrapped through a faking box, specially designed to feed line out at fast speeds without letting it tangle. Once fastened by the stranded crew, they would pull on board a heavier line and a breeches buoy. A breeches buoy was a cork filled tube (resembling a modern life ring) with a seat, similar to old fashioned breeches, sewn onto the hole creating a floating seat that was attached to the line by a pulley and tackle. One crewmember would then get in the breeches buoy and return to shore, at which point it would be pulled back to the boat by the crew until all were rescued. 


Perhaps most commonly used amongst the lifesavers was the cork life belt. This was a simple device consisting only of bands of cork tied around the waist with a small rope. They provided more than enough buoyancy to keep a man afloat. 


The life cars mentioned above were little more than small lifeboats with galvanized steel tops that could be fastened and secured, creating a football shaped water tight boat. The boats would be brought out to the ship by a USLSS Crewman, using the line as a guide similarly to the breeches buoy, and passengers would enter the boat, fasten it closed, and return to shore. The boats were difficult to use in heavy surfs or if the weather was to rough, and were also heavy and hard to manage. They were, however, perhaps the most successful method of all for saving lives.2

Originally, lifesaving stations had whatever surfboats they could get. Before boat houses  had year round keepers, boats were even sometimes used by the community. In one famous account, one was even used as a pig trough in the off season. Most were discarded and repaired utility fishing boats, or old whaling boats from larger ships. The Massachusetts Humane Society was able to purchase boats for some of their houses of refuge, but few if any were of an excellent condition.


When the service was originally founded in 1848, Stations were given surfboats of local fashion and design. This held true as the service expanded and progressed, thus stations in the Great Lakes region used different sorts of boats than those of New Jersey, and those of the North Atlantic coast differed from those of the South Atlantic, etc. As the service progressed, however it began to standardize the shapes and styles of the lifeboats, and eventually the service was fairly uniform in that regard. 


More importantly, the difference between a lifeboat and a surfboat is a simple, but very important one to understand. The self righting lifeboats were large boats, usually of over 30 feet long and had the ability to mount masts and sail, and later on were equipped with engines for propulsion. Even so, some crews attempted to use the larger boats on the beach, but found them so difficult to manage that much time was lost in the effort. Though much better in high open seas and better for carrying large numbers, the boats were extremely difficult to launch from the surf. They were used mostly for stations within the safety of harbors or rivers that could utilize rolling systems and docks with which the boats could easily be launched.3 


Less cumbersome was the surfboat, perhaps the USLSS Crewman’s best friend. These boats were usually less than twenty feet long, weighed only a few hundred pounds and had a shallow draft and wide breadth. The “Squan Boat,” one of the designs commissioned by the service for standardization, called for a boat 26 feet long and six feet at its greatest breadth. The shallow, wide nature of the boats made them ideal for launching in the surf, and ensured not only that they had excellent buoyancy in nearly every condition, but also that they could fit many people on board. These boats would also be fitted with smaller engines into the twentieth century. They were large enough to take the beating of the surf in rough conditions and small enough to be transported by hand or horse drawn carts on the beach. They were also easily manageable once in the water, which was important for rescues close to stationary beached hulls in rough, forceful currents and high seas.4 

The men of the USLSS became artisans with their equipment and masters of their trade, practicing nearly every day and even in the off-seasons. Crowds would come to watch the spectacle of men preparing to save lives that might one day, be their very own. 
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