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For a lo n g  time r e sc u e s  depended on v o lu n t e e r s  whose la r d e r s  were enriched  
and shacks adorned by g le a n in g s  from th e  fr e q u e n t  w recks. There are  s t o r i e s  of  
l o o t i n g  cargo and o f  f a l s e  l i g h t s  to  lu r e  s h ip s  i n t o  dangerous w a t e r s ,  but these  
are o n ly  s c a t t e r e d  in s t a n c e s  in  a lo n g  saga o f  l i v e s  r is k e d  and p e o p le  saved.

The f i r s t  s t e p  toward o r g a n iz in g  a l i f e s a v i n g  s e r v i c e  in  New J e r s e y  came 
May 31 , 1799 , when th e  l e g i s l a t u r e  a u th o r iz e d  the  s h e r i f f s  o f  the  c o a s t a l  coun
t i e s  to take  charge o f  w recks .  Nine y e a r s  l a t e r  another  law d i r e c t e d  the Coun
ty  Courts o f  Common P le a s  to  a p p o in t  Commissioners o f  Wrecks to  s u p e r v i s e  l i f e -  
s a v in g  o p e r a t i o n s .  The s a l a r i e s  o f  t h e s e  o f f i c i a l s  were p a id  by the insurance  
com p anies . When the B r i t i s h  s h ip  Europa  was wrecked o f f  the  p r e s e n t  Elberon 
s e c t i o n  o f  Long Branch in  1839 th e  c a p ta in  and 108 p a sse n g e r s  were "warm in  th e ir  
p r a i s e  o f  the  I n h a b ita n t s  o f  Deal and Long Branch f o r  th e  f e a r l e s s  promptness 
d i s p la y e d  in  s a v in g  t h e i r  l i v e s  and th e  humane manner in  which th ey  were s h e l 
t e r e d  w h ile  in  extrem e d i s t r e s s . "

The f i r s t  s u c c e s s f u l  a ttem pt to  r e sc u e  p erson s  in  groups was made by Wreck 
Commissioner John S. Foreman in  1838 when the p ack et  Henry Clay  was wrecked o f f  
M antolok ing . The crew g o t  a hawser a s h o r e ,  where i t  was s e t  up and equipped with 
a p u l l e y  t r a v e l e r  from which a l a r g e  tub was suspended . The 270 p a s s e n g e r s  were 
removed by twos and t h r e e s .

During the  same year the s lo o p  A d e l a i d e  c a p s iz e d  o f f  Long Beach Is la n d .  
The crew was l o s t ,  but the c a p t a i n ' s  daughter  craw led  in t o  the  h o ld  b e fo r e  the 
water r o se  and found enough a i r  to  keep a l i v e .  The v e s s e l  d r i f t e d  on to the 
b e a c h .  Two men coming near her a t  low t id e  heard a sound w ith in  th e  h u l l .  Rush
in g  fo r  a x e s ,  they  q u ic k ly  cu t  a h o le  through the heavy tim bers and took out 
the g i r l ,  who soon r e c o v e r e d .  A v i l l a g e  near where the r escu e  occu rred  i s  com- 
m em orative ly  c a l l e d  Ship  Bottom.

In 1848 Joseph  G a s k e l l ,  who had a lo n g  l i s t  o f  r e s c u e s  to  h i s  c r e d i t ,  saved  
th e  e n t i r e  crew o f  the  schooner  H a r r i e t  F u l l e r .  He made the  r e s c u e s  o f f  Absecon 
Beach in  a sm a ll  gunning s k i f f  in  th e  dead o f  n i g h t .  On a b i t t e r  January day 
th e  b r i g  A u s t r o s  foundered  o f f  Absecon. Some o f  the  crew, working c lu m s i ly  with 
numbed f i n g e r s ,  la s h e d  th em se lv es  to  the  r ig g in g  o f  the doomed s h ip .  From the 
sh o r e  seven  men, s t r ip p e d  o f  t h e i r  o u te r  c l o t h i n g ,  drove a l i t t l e  b o a t  in t o  the 
s e a  as the i c y  snow whipped about them. Twice tons o f  water r o l l e d  over the 
t in y  c r a f t .  B a i l i n g  f u r i o u s l y ,  they  managed to  s t a y  a f l o a t ,  p ic k  ten  men from 
the  s e a  and carry  them to  s a f e t y .

T h is  work was done w ith o u t  thought o f  reward. In 1861 a wreck comm ission
er re p o r te d  t h a t  h i s  crews had saved  800 l i v e s  a l t o g e t h e r  and t h a t  the  on ly  pay 
o f f e r e d  by any rescu ed  p a sse n g e r  was one g o ld  p i e c e ,  which was r e f u s e d .

Many l i v e s  were l o s t  in  th o s e  days b ec a u se  i t  was im p o s s ib le  to  launch a 
r e sc u e  b o a t  in  the h igh  s e a s .  Watchers on shore  s to o d  h e l p l e s s  w h ile  a sh ip  was 
b a t t e r e d  to  p i e c e s  b u t  a s h o r t  d i s t a n c e  away. A s e r i e s  o f  ex p er im en ts  by Wil
l iam  A .N ew ell  l e d  to  the s u c c e s s f u l  u s e  o f  a mortar d i s c h a r g in g  a b a l l  to  which 
a l i n e  had been s e c u r e d .  Newell was s e n t  to  Congress in  the hope t h a t  he might 
o b ta in  F ed era l  h e l p .  In January 1848 he in tr o d u c e d  a r e s o l u t i o n  a s k in g  f in a n 
c i a l  a id  f o r  the  v o lu n te e r  l i f e s a v e r s  o f  New J e r s e y ,  and in  August, over much 
o p p o s i t i o n ,  an amendment to  the L igh th ou se  B i l l  was p a s s e d .


