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IR Lifesaving Station to host reenactment of storm rescue 

Bob Trapani has a passion. Not 
for fancy cars. Not for treasured 
antiques or a professional football 
team. His passion is for the sea 
and the men whom he calls "true 
heroes" of their day. 

Trapani and his team from the 
Indian River Life Saving Station 
will demonstrate the heroism of 
the surfmen of the Indian River 
Life Saving Station during the 
notorious storm of the winter of 
'88 and their heroics in another 
dramatic rescue in 1902 at the 
Friday, Jan. 17, meeting of the 
Lewes Historical Society. The 
meeting at St. Peter's Parish Hall 
on Mulberry Street in Lewes 
begins at 7:30 p.m. 

For the past nearly three years 
Lewes resident Trapani has been 
executive director of the Indian 

River Life Saving Station on 
Route One, just north of the 
Indian River Inlet. Restored in 
1997 as a maritime museum, the 
Station annually attracts upwards 
of 50,000 visitors. To convey the 
heroism of the people who served 
at the station, Trapani, with his 
museum interpreters: initiated a 
series of reenactments based on 
the daily logs of the Station's 
keepers to demonstrate the duties 
and skills of these hardy individu­
als. 

"The Life Saving Service in the 
19th century and the first part of 
the 20th represents the best in 
humanitarian spirit," he said. 
"They were community guardians 
who risked life and limb to rescue 
not only shipwreck victims, but 

Continued on page 67 

Photo courtesy of the Collections of the Lewes Historical Society 
The Cape Henlopen Life Saving Station was located about a mile from the Cape Henlopen 

Light. Shown are surfmen and their families and friends apparently on a visit. Usually such 
visits took place on the weekend (Sunday), when some of the crew had the day off. 



Rescue 
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they also answered calls to fight 
fires on land, to assist fishermen 
in peril and to aid anyone in dis­
tress along .the Delaware Coast. 
Their service motto which guided 
them was 'You have to go out, but 
you don't have to come back' says 
it all." 

The Indian River Life Saving 
Station, erected in 1876, has the 
distinction of being the only one 
still standing on its original site. 
"There were six stations along the 
Delaware coast: Lewes, Cape 
Henlopen, Rehoboth, Indian 
River, Bethany and Fenwick 
Island," Trapani said. "They were 
located about five miles apart. 
Each was staffed by a keeper and 
six surfmen who were paid $40 a 
month." According to Trapani, 
who also is president of the 
Delaware River and Bay 
Lighthouse Foundation, the surf­
men were the first civil service 
employees and precursors to the 
United States Coast Guard found­
ed in 1915." 

"Every day these hardy men -
local farmers, mechanics, water­
men and the like- would trod the 
sandy shoreline's five-mile circuit 
on four-hour shifts from dusk to 
dawn September though May 

keeping their eyes fixed on the 
sea," he said. "During the day 
they constantly performed rescue 
drills, practiced communication 
techniques with flags and flares 
and honed their skills at knot 
tying, boat handling and other 
related activities." 

The Historical Society meeting 
will feature Trapani, Bruce and 
Karen Donovan and Barney 
Barnhill who serve as interpreters 
at the Indian River Life Saving 
Station. It will be their first reen­
actment performance away from 
the Life Saving Station. Barnhill 
will portray Keeper Washington 
Vickers a Seaford native who 
served at the station from 1883 to 
1907. The keeper was the only 
full-time, year round position. 
Barnhill will give a first-person 
account of the great blizzard of 
1888 and the rescue efforts which 
engaged all four of the stations 
from Lewes to Indian River. Also, 
he will tell of the shipwreck of the 
American schooner Anna Murray 
which was stranded during a 
northerly gale at 5:30 a._m. _on 
February 17, 1902 off Cotton 
Patch Hills, 22 miles south of the 
Indian River Station. He and his 
surfmen braved ·heavy shore ice 
and severe weather and sea condi­
tions to rescue the ship's 10-man 
crew and their personal effects. 
• Trapani will bring several items
used by the surfmen in their res-

cue efforts - a Lyle gun which was 
fired a breeches buoy line to res 
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cue shipwreck victims, lanterns 
and signal flags and other appara­
tus used by the men- to add a 
sense of realism to the presenta­
tion. Also, brochures about the 
museum will be distributed. The 
book "Journey Along the Sands" 
published by the Delaware 
Seashore Preservation Foundation 
and authored by Trapani, will be 
available for purchase. 

The meeting begins at a new 
time: 7:30 p.m. It is free and the 
public is cordially invited to 
attend. Refreshments will be 
served following the presentation. 
For information contact the Lewes 
Historical Society at 645-7670. 



The Wave - October 30, 2002

Wave photo by Alicia Mason 
A HISTORICAL EVENT - Sen. George Bunting (left) and 

Clinton Bunting at the Monday, Oct. 28 presentation of a 
historical marker at Uae Indian River Life-Saving Station. 
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History of the Indian River Life Saving Station 
------ - - -

The Indian River Life Saving Station was originally built in 1876. The 
building and site are on the National Register of Historic Places. The 
Indian River Station was one of the six built along Delaware's barren 
coast to help shipwreck victims. This is the only station still residing on 
its original site. 
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17, 1876 and completed just two 
months later for an estimated 
$2,400.00 

Conditions were hard and 
equipment was primitive and many 
of the men gave up much of their 
family life for a pay of $1.33 per 
day. Daily life as a surfman was 
usually tedious and mundane. 
Much hard work had to be done for the upkeep of the station and its 
equipment. 

Weekly drills helped men stay in good physical shape and kept them 
sharp in the use of the life saving gear. All of this hard work went 
unappreciated, until the dreaded cry came, "SHIP ASHORE"! 

They were some of the greatest unsung heroes of the Delmarva Coast. 
They routinely risked their Jives in coastal rescues in a time when our 
waterways were our highways. When our coastline was still a desolate, 
lonely place, they were sailors and passengers only help in what might 
become their hour of greatest need. 

These were the men of the Indian River Life Saving Station. 

The station was an active United States Life Saving Station from 1876 
until 1915. In that year, the USLSS and the US Treasury Marine Service 
merged to form the modem day Coast Guard. The Indian River Station 
continued to serve proudly until 1962. 

After the devastating storm of 1962, and keeping watch over the coast 
for nearly 86 years, the building and grounds were transferred from the 
federal government to the state of Delaware. 
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• 

The Indian River Life Saving Station has been restored back to its turn 
of the century appearance by the Delaware Seashore Preservation 
Foundation. Today, she proudly stands, on her original site, showing her 
original colors of orange and deep burgandy, as a testimony to the brave 
men of the United States Life Saving Service and the United States 
Coast Guard. 

--------

IRLSS Home I The Foundation I Getting Involved 
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http://www.irlss.org/history.html 03/23/2001 



GEORGE H. BUNTING, JR. 
STATE SENATOR 
Twentieth District 

Mr. Russell McCabe 
Delaware Public Archives 
Hall of Records 
121 Duke of York Street, Suite 2 
Dover, DE 19901 
D575A 

Dear Russell, 

SENATE 
STATE OF DELAWARE 
LEGISLATIVE HALL 

DOVER, DELAWARE 19903 

May 25, 2000 

COMMITTEES 

Agriculture, Chair 
Administrative Services 

Natural Resources & 
Environmental Control 

Small Business 
Sunset 

Please find enclosed a copy of a letter I received from Mr. Edward Henifin of Fen wick 
Island regarding the need for a historical marker for the Indian River Life Saving Station. By 
means of this letter, I am requesting a historical marker for this site. 

If there is anything further I can do to help assist you with this request, please feel free to 
contact me. 

Enclosure 

GHB/cb 

Sincerely, 

George H. Bunting, Jr. 
State Senator 
20th District 

Post Office Box 1497, Bethany Beach, DE 19930 

Home: 302-539-2229 Office: 302-227-3891 Fax: 302-226-3810 

PRINTED ON RECYCLED PAPER 
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March 20, 2000 

Senator George Bunting Jr. 
P. 0. Box 1497
Bethany Beach, DE 19930

Dear Senator Bwiting, 
_, . 

About a year ago I saw an article in the Wilmington The News Journal

concerning historical markers throughout Delaware. The sites where these 
markers are located describe a significant event in the history of Delaware. 
I have found these markers to be educational and interesting. Whenever I 
drive the byways of our State I will stop to read the signs. 

Toe Indian River Life Saving Staticm. on Delaware Rt. 1 North of the Indian 
River Inlet has a drab brown sign indicating that there is a museum and 
historic site a mile or two up the road. However when you get to the 
museum it is necessary to go inside to find information about the Life 
Saving Station and the brave men that stood and walked their watches, 
responded to ships in dire straits, and saved many, many seamen and 
passengers from those ships. The restored station should have its own 
historical marker. 

Senator, I ask that you request Delaware Public Archives, Historical 
Markers Program, develop and install a Delaware Histo.rjcal Marker at the 
Indian River Life Saving Station. 

Thank yo� for your kind attention. 

Sincerely yours, 

�e_- , 
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>yvr- Indian River Life Saving Service Station 
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PRESENT USE 
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-COMMERCIAL _PARK 

002 

_EDUCATIONAL _PRIVATE RESIDENCE 

_ENTERTAINMENT _RELIGIOUS 

X-GOVERNMENT _SCIENTIFIC 

__:INDUSTRIAL _TRANSPORTATION 

_MILITARY _OTHER: 

NAME 
State of Delaware, Department of Natural Resources and Environmental Control 

STREET & NUMBER 

CITY. TOWN STATE 

Dover _ VICINITY OF Delaware 

■LOCATION OF LEGAL DESCRIPTION 
COURTHOUSE. 
REGISTRY OF DEEDS,ETC. Recorder of Deeds for Sussex County 
STREET & NUMBER 

Court House, The Circle 
CITY. TOWN STATE 

Georgetown Delaware 

II REPRESENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS. 
TITLE 

Survey of Delaware Historic Sites & Buildings 
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Hall of Records 
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_ORIGINAL SITE 
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Indian River Life Saving Station is one of a series of such stations 
designed by the Federal government in 1874, the plans for which have survived. 
The original portion is a board-and-batten frame structure, one-and-a-half-stories 
high with wide overhanging eaves. A shed-roofed wing on the back and a porch on 
the front have obscured much of the original ornate bracketing of the roof. A 
clipped gable, shown on the 1874 plans, is not present. The lookout cupola on the 
roof, present on the building, does not appear in the plans. 

A mile to the south stood a separate boat house. There were originally five 
outbuildings on the main station: a feed house, a barn, a stable, a meat house, 
and a privy. At least once during its history, the station has been moved back 
from the encroaching surf. Its last major encounter with the elements occurred on 
Ash Wednesday 1962, when a severe storm left it buried up to its first-floor windows 
in sand. 

The first floor contained a boat room and a mess room in the original portion, 
with offices and communications rooms added later. Upstairs were the keeper's room 
and the crew's bunk room. 

The station stands on pilings between the highway and the dune line, near its 
original site. The essential elements of the building's environment have not been 
altered by the fact that the building has been moved back from the surf. 
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The Indian River Life Saving Station is a relic of the days when the Delaware 
coast was a notorious graveyard of ships. It stands near the site of the old Indian 
River inlet, scene of many shipwrecks from colonial times forward. The building 
is one of the oldest surviving lifeboat stations on the coast. 

Ships approaching Delaware Bay were forced to follow a course dangerously close 
to the offshore shoals south of Cape Henlopen; for this reason, the Delaware coast 
claimed a large number of ships in storms. An early move to improve the situation 
was the erection of the first Cape Henlopen lighthouse by Philadelphia merchants in 1765. 
The actual saving of lives was left to private enterprise. Farmers along the sh0re 
would rally to shipwrecks to scavenge whatever washed ashore and to rescue survivors. 
The United States Life Saving Service, now a part of the Coast Guard, eventually was 
established to provide regular rescue services on the beaches. Patrols would walk 
the beach or scan the shore from lookout towers. If a ship in distress were sighted, 
a lifeboat would put out from the station or a subsidiary boat house. 

The Life Saving Service was created in 1872, to supplant the various private 
organizations that had existed along the coasts since the eighteenth century. The 
service advertised for bids for the station in 1875, but according to Coast Guard 
records it was not commissioned until 1880. 

According to one account, the Indian River Station opened in 1875, under the 
command of Captain Washington Vickers. Indian River was the southern station in a 
series of four that extended to Lewes. By 1882, the four stations were in operation 
with constant patrols. 

After the 1962 March storm, it was vacated by the Coast Guard crew, who moved 
to temporary facilities. In 1964, a new station on another site was opened. The 
property has since served as a state maintenance facility. 

Although shipboard wireless equipment made the walking patrols obsolete, surf­
boats continued to be the principal rescue craft until after World War II. They 
still remain, but larger cutters and aircraft provide most of the rescue services. 
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The original outbuildings do not survive on the property. Modern service 
buildings now stand nearby, as part of a park maintenance facility. 

CHRONOLOGY: 

1872: 
1874: 

1875: 
1875: 

1880: 
1882: 
1885: 

1962: 
1964: 

Lif e-·Saving Service established by Congress. 
Plans drawn. 

Federal Government advertised for bids. 
According to one contemporary source, Indian River Station was manned 
at this time. 

Coast Guard records state the station was commissioned in this year. 
The full complement of four stations was operational. 
Date of drawings for Cape Henlopen and Indian River Stations, probably 
for alterations. 

Storm caused abandonment of stations. 
New station built by Coast Guard. 
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