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rJ U lE  United States is singularly well provided with bodies of
water suitable for bathing. Over the northern third, the ter

rain is dotted with tens of thousands of lakes and streams and over 
the rest of the country is spread a vast network of rivers as well as 
thousands of other lakes. Two mighty oceans wash the eastern 
and western shores. On the south is the Gulf of Mexico, and along 
the northern border is a series of Great Lakes. Further, of man- 
created lakes there are many and the number of artificial tanks or 
swimming baths is legion. So widely are swimming beaches and 
baths distributed that there are few places in the country even in 
the western desert land, where people have no access to them.

Climatically, conditions are very favorable. Depending upon 
the latitude, the length o f the open-air swimming season varies from 
twelve months in the extreme south to two and a half months in the 
States bordering upon Canada. Summers are for the most part 
hot and dry, which makes the relatively cool waters at once agree
able and attractive.

It is estimated that approximately thirty million persons are 
interested enough in aquatic recreation and sport to go bathing at 
least once during the year. Therefore, it may be considered that 
one out of every four of the population of the United States goes 
in for bathing.

Beaches, both by the sea and on the margins of the larger lakes, 
are extremely attractive to people seeking recreation. Many of 
these are readily accessible to inhabitants o f the larger cities, note
worthy examples being found just outside the boundaries of the 
city of New York and within the city limits of Chicago. Teeming 
hordes are to be found on these so-called city beaches on every warm 
summer day. Even though beaches are remote, yet bathers seek 
them out no matter where they are. Surf beaches are most popular



and are to be found in infinite variety on all the shore lines of the 
United States. Beaches on the coast of New England are often 
steep with the break of the waves close in to shore. Farther south, 
beaches are flatter and the break farther out. Some beaches build 
bars and impound water behind them, to cause major problems on 
the ebb of the tide. Others, because of their configuration cause 
strong undertows to develop. At still others there are tide rips, 
alongshore currents and so on, to trap the unwary. Few, indeed, 
are the surf beaches which possess no pitfalls, no hazards to those 
who bathe.

The United States has paid in the past and will continue to pay 
in the future, a high price in human life for the pleasures of water 
sport. At one time, the drowning loss stood at ten thousand a year 
in round numbers and that, at a time, when far fewer persons fre
quented the water. Now, at a time when the bathing population 
has increased probably a hundred-fold, it is something like seven 
thousand a year. Most of the drownings occur at remote and unsu
pervised bathing places. Actually, drownings are comparatively 
uncommon at the larger bathing resorts. It is no rare occurrence 
for a million persons to gather on a Sunday in summer at New York’s 
great seaside resort, Coney Island. Of this number, maybe four 
hundred thousand go into the water at some time during the day. 
Yet the day will usually be passed without the loss of a single life 
by drowning and with only a few rescues. To the stranger visiting 
Coney Island and viewing waters literally black with people, such 
a record is little short of miraculous. To one who understands the 
mechanics of bathing supervision, it is absurdly simple.

Sea bathing beaches in the United States are controlled and 
operated in various ways. Some are privately owned either by 
individuals, clubs or corporations. They may in some cases be 
restricted to definite memberships, and in others may be open to 
the public. Public bathing beaches, however, as a rule are municipal 
or state owned and controlled. Bathing beaches vary from a length 
of a hundred yards to as much as ten miles, and their bather capacity 
may vary from a few hundred to a half a million or more persons.



With few exceptions, the same formula for the safety of the 
bathers is used. First the beach selected for development must 
present as few natural hazards as possible. Second, such hazards 
as there are, are either removed or plainly indicated by signs, mark
ing buoys, or some other device. Third, bathers are regulated in 
their actions by bathing supervisors or lifeguards. For example, 
there are definite limits beyond which they cannot go at most beaches. 
Lifeguards may close either the whole beach or any part of it when
ever it is determined that conditions are dangerous for bathing. 
This latter type of supervision has been the means on many occasions 
o f preventing wholesale loss of life in pounding surf, severe under
tow, or dangerous off-setting currents. Fourth, bathing is super
vised by lifeguards in whatever number may be deemed necessary 
to effect rescues or to assist bathers in danger of drowning.

Fifth, a great variety of rescue devices are provided as aids to 
the lifeguards in helping those who do get into difficulty. These 
may be surf rescue buoys, lines and reels, rescue surf boards, and 
many types of light lifeboat. Lastly, on some beaches safety equip
ment is provided in the form of barricades or fixed lifelines or resting 
floats. This is not usual, however, because storm conditions so often 
raise havoc on exposed beaches, with any equipment so placed, that 
constant replacement is necessary.

The lifeguard is customarily a well-trained individual who not 
only can make rescues by swimming or other means, but who is 
trained by experience to overlook the thousands in the water before 
him whose movements and actions are customary and regular, and 
pick out unerringly and proceed to help the one whose actions indi
cate that he is in difficulty, if not in distress.

Returning to the problem of controlling the hordes of bathers 
at a place like Coney Island, it is found that there is really no secret 
about it, since lifeguards are stationed every hundred yards along 
the beach on towers and in lifeboats about the same distance apart 
on the outer side of the bathing area. The bathers, for the most 
part, regulate their own activities; the most timid are content in 
water o f sitting depth, those a bit bolder stand waist deep, while



those who can swim, work their way out to paddle around closest 
to the lifeboats. Lifeguards operating from the beach take care of 
those knocked down or overset by the breakers, while those in the 
lifeboats restrain the over-ambitious ones or pick up those who get 
beyond their depth.

The American Red Cross has played and is continuing to play 
a very interesting and significant part in safeguarding surf-bathers 
on the country’s beaches. While it is a fact that there were some 
well organized and supervised beaches in existence before the Red 
Cross undertook its Life Saving Service, the greatest expansion in 
bathing facilities has taken place since 1914, the date of inception 
of the Life Saving Service.

At first, creation of bathing beaches and their proper super
vision was brought about largely by the persuasion of Red Cross 
life saving experts, who spent a great deal of time convincing mayors 
and governors, city councils, commissions and legislatures that the 
provision of safe bathing facilities for the public was and is a civic 
responsibility. At times, local Red Cross chapters, with the help 
of the National Service, made demonstrations of the value of such 
action by providing beaches with equipment and volunteer patrols 
of lifeguards. In most cases, the acceptance of civic responsibility 
for its continuance followed closely upon the demonstration season 
or year.

The Life Saving Service of the American Red Cross maintains 
a staff of technical experts and instructors for the sole purpose of 
aiding the rural area, village, town, city, state, and nation to provide 
safety for the bathing public. Since civic responsibility for swimming 
has become the accepted thing in the United States, this corps of 
experts, of whom some are stationed at National Headquarters and 
in Area offices, while others travel constantly, have become the 
friendly, and semi-official advisers of organizations and local, state, 
and national governments on all matters pertaining to water safety. 
It is with their friendly help and as a distinctive and unique service 
of the Red Cross, that safe and well organized bathing beaches in 
ever-increasing numbers are being opened to the public.



There is another service that this corps of experts perform 
which is even more specialized. By experience, observation, and 
discovery, they have developed a technique in water accident pre
vention and rescue which is almost universally employed in life 
saving in the United States. They have, more specifically, popu
larized and taught the use of a whole series of life saving techniques 
and devices especially adapted for surf rescue. The surf rescue buoy, 
the light surf boat, and the rescue surf board, have become nationally 
known and accepted largely through the efforts of these men.

Where do the thousands of lifeguards needed for the beaches 
come from and how are they trained? Not all, to be sure, but the 
vast majority have received their basic training in life saving from 
the Red Cross. Ten thousand volunteer instructors trained by the 
field staff of the Life Saving Service are busy throughout the year 
giving courses in Life Saving to persons interested in the subject. 
The vast majority of those so trained, will be volunteers but a con
siderable percentage will accept positions as lifeguards or supervisors 
at sea beaches, especially during the summer months. Probably 
eighty percent of the lifeguards employed on public beaches are 
undergraduates who have received their Life Saving training in 
colleges and universities under Red Cross instructors during the 
school year.

Over a period of twenty-five years about one million persons 
have been trained and have qualified for certificates in the Life 
Saving Service of the Red Cross. Most of them have no professional 
interest in life saving. However, they, or at least the portion of them 
still active, constitute a great factor in bathing safety. A casual 
survey o f any American beach will usually disclose a number of 
bathers wearing the Red Cross emblem on the bathing suit. As 
bathers themselves, they are ever ready to aid those in danger of 
drowning and the record of their quiet efficient service is long and 
distinguished. They are the unsung heroes and heroines of the 
American bathing scene, especially in remote places.

The need for supervision on American bathing beaches would be 
greatly lessened if the average bather could swim well enough to



take care of himself, and if he knew a little more about the waters in 
which he does his bathing. The non-swimmer and the novice are 
most prone to drowning accident and as they constitute a huge major
ity of those who bathe, there must be supervision until some system 
is devised whereby a far greater number of them can be taught to 
take care of themselves.

The Life Saving Service of the American Red Cross is engaged 
at present in evolving simple, sound swimming techniques, and 
methods of instruction of equal soundness and simplicity by which 
tens of thousands may be taught not merely to swim, but to swim 
well. At the same time, it has gathered and now seeks to disseminate 
a vast fund of information regarding the water and water conditions. 
Especially is this information needed by the hordes of inland bathers 
who annually flock to the country’s seashores for recreation and 
sport.

It is proposed to re-train the thousands of volunteer instructors 
now giving life saving instruction, to fit them to teach swimming 
on sound scientific principles as well, and to provide them with 
information which they in turn may pass on to their charges. It is 
proposed further to train in the next five years, an additional fifteen 
thousand instructors in the same manner more adequately to fill 
the need for proper instruction and training.

Of all the people who bathe in the United States at present, 
probably ninety percent must rely upon the assistance of someone 
else if and when their lives may be endangered by drowning. This 
makes safe bathing places, equipment and supervision still a necessity 
now and for many years to come. But with the development of a 
universal system of swimming training and education, gradually 
there will emerge greater and greater numbers of persons who will 
be quite able to take care of themselves in the water and the great 
need for supervision will diminish. It is the hope of the Life Saving 
Service that a day will come when the percentages will be reversed; 
that is, when ninety percent will be self-sufficient in the water and 
only ten percent will require supervision. Then can it be truly 
said that the work of the Red Cross in this service is fully effective.

Note: This report is an explanation of the Life Saving and Water Safety- 
program as applied particularly to sea and great lake beaches.


