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For more than a century, brave Americans have been recipients of the highest awards bestowed by the U.S. for acts of heroism in saving or endeavoring to save others from shipwreck and other perils of the water. These medals, the Gold and Silver Lifesaving Medals, were established by an Act of Congress in 1874 which provided, “That the Secretary of the Treasury is hereby authorized to bestow the life-saving medal upon any persons who shall hereafter endanger their own lives in saving or endeavoring to save lives from the perils of the sea, within the United States, or upon an American vessel.” Effective April 1, 1967, this authority was transferred to the Secretary of Transportation, with the administrative details, including determination of eligibility of such awards, being delegated to the Commandant, United States Coast Guard.  This authority was transferred to the newly established Department of Homeland Security on March 31, 2003.

The Gold Lifesaving Medal, originally designated as “Medal of the First Class” was created for “acts of extreme heroism,” while the Silver Lifesaving Medal designated as “Medal of the Second Class” was for lifesaving acts of a lesser degree of heroism or risk of life.

Designed by German immigrant Anthony Paquet, an assistant engraver at the Philadelphia Mint, the Gold and Silver Lifesaving Medals are among the most prestigious of all U.S. awards. They are also among the most valuable, the Gold Medal being comprised of 99.9 percent pure gold, and the Silver Medal being comprised of 99 percent pure silver.

The first Gold Lifesaving Medals were awarded in 1876 to three brothers who saved the survivors of a shipwreck on Lake Erie. The brothers maneuvered their 12-foot boat in high seas and gale-force winds to rich the victims, a feat determined to be hazardous in the extreme by witnesses on the shore. Two other men received Silver Lifesaving Medals in that same year for their heroic rescue of two men shipwrecked on Watts Ledge off the coast of Maine. The rescuers took the two men aboard their dory and took them to a nary island where they provided the victims food and shelter until the Revenue Cutter DALLAS picked them the following day.

Probably the most celebrated lifesaver of all was Joshua James, who first became a member of the Massachusetts Humane Society at the age of 15 and served until his death at age 75 in the U.S. Life Saving Service. Mr. James’ most famous rescue occurred during a 48-hour period in November 1888, when he personally directed rescue operations involving five different shipwrecks in the great storm of that year.  It was for this act that he was awarded the U.S. Gold Lifesaving Medal.

The first woman to be awarded the Gold Lifesaving Medal was Ida Lewis, daughter of the keeper of the Lime Rock Lighthouse in Rhode Island. On February 4, 1881, two soldiers were crossing the ice between the Lighthouse and the garrison at Fort Adams when they fell through the weak ice and plunged into the frigid waters below. Hearing their cries for help, Miss Lewis ran from the lighthouse with a rope, and standing on the dangerous ice, she flung one end of the rope to the soldiers and pulled them one at a time to safety.  Miss Lewis was known to have rescued at least 13 others from drowning prior to this incident.

Other notable recipients of the awards include Chester W. Nimitz, then a Navy Commander, who received the Silver Lifesaving Medal for rescuing a shipmate off Hampton Roads, Virginia, in 1912; and Richard E. Byrd, a Navy Lieutenant, who received the Silver Lifesaving Medal for rescuing a shipmate in Santo Domingo in 1914.

Since establishment of the Lifesaving Medal in 1874, 713 Gold Lifesaving Medals and 2118 Silver Lifesaving Medals have been bestowed. Four people received the Gold Lifesaving Medal twice, and 17 have been two-time recipient of the Silver Lifesaving Medal.  One person has earned two Gold Lifesaving Medals and later earned a Silver Lifesaving Medal.  Three Gold Lifesaving Medal recipients have later earned the Silver Lifesaving Medal, and five people awarded the Silver Lifesaving Medal have later earned the Gold Lifesaving Medal.
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