
 
 

THE ORIGINS OF THE S.C. JUNIOR LIFEGUARD PROGRAM  

As remembered by Duncan & Malcolm Wilson  

 

In the summer of 1966 my brother Malcolm and I qualified to participate in the newly created 

Junior Lifeguard program here in San Clemente.  Thanks to our parent’s insistence that we each 

create a scrapbook we still have a number of old newspaper articles that documented and 

preserved the history.  My brother Malcolm managed to save an article from a local paper called 

the “Independent” written by Col. Aaron Bank on August 4th 1966.  The article was titled “Boys 

Between 10-14 Eligible to Train” and described the ‘architects’ and origins of the Junior Guard 

program in San Clemente.  It’s amazing and satisfying at the same time how much Col. Bank’s 

description of the Junior Lifeguard program and my own personal experiences and memories 

match.  Colonel Bank was a fixture at headquarters and was a mentor to many guards and Junior 

Guards over the years.  It’s worth noting the Col. Bank is responsible for founding the US Army 

Special Forces, commonly known as the “Green Berets” and had a very distinguished career, 

finally retiring to his home in San Clemente in 1958.   

 

The “Independent” article reads as follows:  

“Under the direction of Chief Dick Hazard, the San Clemente Life Saving 

Department is conducting intensive courses on “Ocean Aquatics” for San 

Clemente’s finest and most famous playground—the beach.  The equipment and 

instructors are furnished by the Life Guard Department without benefit of any 

additional funds or personnel. 

 Realizing the need for this type of training in a coastal community, Chief 

Hazard with his selected instructors, Guards Randal Beaton and Louis Mathe who 

are both extremely capable aquatics instructors and have a decided flair for 

working with boys, organized the program and established the criteria for 

selection, objectives and training schedules.  For several months every guard 

contributed extra time to construct and prepare the additional required 

equipment.  As an example, dozens of cast-off surfboards were collected and 

repaired.  Furthermore, in order to release the two instructors each morning of the 

program, duty schedules, stations, and general activities of the force had to be 

reorganized.  This belt tightening was accomplished under the supervision of 

Captain Phil Stubbs. 

 To be accepted applicants must pass a qualifying test.  Those accepted are 

then given an orientation on aims, policy, routine and discipline, and the five week 

course begins.  For five mornings a week body building, ocean swimming, running 

and beach games are conducted.  As improvement is made life saving techniques 



 
 

are taught, such as racing through the surf, swimming the can buoy and making 

simulated rescues.  Then a tougher plane is reached with rough water swimming, 

run-swim-run tests, body surfing and surfboarding.  Interspersed are lectures and 

demonstrations on first aid, water safety, beach and water hazards, resuscitation 

methods and skin diving.  In the final week tests are given on all major subjects 

including a swim to the end of the pier and back.  And to top off the course the 

group goes to Huntington Beach where they compete with a similar group being 

developed there.   

 Those successfully completing the program are awarded Junior Lifeguard 

certificates.  So far, 45 boys have been this fortunate, and 25 are presently 

undergoing the second course. 

 The laudable achievement of the San Clemente Life Guards is especially 

noteworthy and significant since this is a mission that is above and beyond their 

required duties.  But for the satisfaction of developing expert watermen, and at 

the same time encouraging such attributes as obedience, courtesy and 

sportsmanship is their reward." 

 

Malcolm and I were among the youngest recruits in 1966 being only ten years old at the time 

and I’m guessing it must have been in the first of two sessions after looking at some of the 

photos my parents had taken.  We followed up the next year with the newly created Advanced 

Junior Lifeguard Program in 1967.  As the title of the newspaper article stated, this program was 

initially only open to boys.  Girls were finally allowed to participate 3 years later starting in the 

summer of 1969.  It was almost 10 years later before the first female was hired as a Lifeguard for 

the City of San Clemente.    

 

I remember we were required to wear red bun huggers with our red silk-screened JG shirts 

tucked in as our official uniform. We were also required to have our Junior Lifeguard patch sewn 

onto the front of our bun huggers.  It was quite a look.  We were all told to bring a blank white T-

shirt in and they silk-screened the red Junior Guard logo on the back of the shirt in the garage at 

Lifeguard headquarters.  It was two years later that the current Lifeguard headquarters was built 

and this structure was demolished.   

 

  

I believe the Junior Guards in black bun huggers seen in the photos are the JGs from Huntington 

Beach.   After a little research it appears Huntington Beach started its program two years earlier 

in 1964 and I am sure helped influence San Clemente’s program.  It appears from the photos 

they must have come down to San Clemente to compete and we, intern, traveled to Huntington 

Beach to compete as well as seen in some of these 35mm slides my parents captured in 1966 



 
 

and 1967.  It was during our JG trip to Huntington Beach in the summer of 1967 that we got a 

chance to meet the legendary waterman, Duke Kahanamoku, who travelled to the mainland for 

the U.S. Open of Surfing.  This is a memory Malcolm and I have never forgotten and I can 

‘picture’ it like was yesterday.   

 

I was reminded after looking at one of the images below, that ‘back in the day’, a pier swim was 

just that.  We started on the South side and finished on the North side of the pier.  You were 

constantly looking for fisherman’s lines to avoid being hooked.  In addition to the athletic 

competitions including rough water swims and run-swim-runs, we competed using marching 

commands and attempted some intricate wheels and turns; it must have looked like a Monty 

Python episode at times.  My ‘funniest’ memory was standing at attention during training in the 

hot sun and learning why you don’t lock your knees while at attention.  I passed out face first in 

the sand; still at attention they tell me.   

 

 

Back in the mid-sixties the kelp beds were plentiful and could be reached by swimming from the 

end of the pier.  I do remember skin diving and snorkeling the kelp beds just south of the pier 

with other JGs’ one particularly clear summer day.  Definitely one of the things I most remember 

is trying to learn to surf.  With a little training they had us put on an orange-colored bell helmet 

before hitting the water to paddle out at the pier on our uniform opaque royal-blue longboards 

ranging from 9’-0” to 9’-6” in length.  It took all of my strength to get it to the water.   In one of 

the black-and-white Polaroid photos below it looks like Malcolm and I just finished a surf lesson 

and are standing in front of headquarters sporting our recently adopted safety gear.  I remember 

it feeling like I had a sea-anchor on my head when trying to dive under the white water.  There 

have been thousands of kids that have since gotten their first surfing lesson with the Junior 

Lifeguards.  The boards may have changed, but the experience and thrill hasn’t.  It was about this 

same time that they also began requiring dory racers as well as surfers to wear these helmets 

during competitions such as the annual Dory Races in San Clemente each summer or the U.S. 

Open of Surfing in Huntington Beach.  I was told by some of the older (senior) lifeguards that the 

then acting Captain of the S.C. Lifeguard Department, Phil Stubbs, was friends with motorcycle 

great Malcolm Smith and he had some sort of connection with the Bell helmet company.   

 

 

 

 

 

After looking through my scrap book I found my first aid card from the American National Red 

Cross Junior Course we completed during the program.  I remember first aid being a big part of 



 
 

our instruction.   We also spent a great deal of time learning how to recognize water hazards like 

rip-tides, how to handle larger surf, and rescue techniques including the use of an aluminum 

rescue can (buoy).  I would often tell people, that at age ten, my Junior Guard training reminded 

me of what military training must be like; the marching, inspections, calisthenics, the medical 

training, ocean rescue techniques, competition, and working as a team.   As I recall, there was 

also an awards banquet that capped off the end of summer when we were awarded our Junior 

Lifeguard certificates, much like they still do today.   It really was everything Colonel Bank 

described in his 1966 article and much more.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Like many former Junior Guards, this training was to become a stepping stone and inspiration for 

many local youths to set their sights and begin training to become an actual lifeguard for the City 

of San Clemente.  I’d be remise, however, if I didn’t also mention the influence of local swim 

coaches like Benner Cummings, who created the San Clemente Aquatics Association (SCAA) in 

the mid 60’s to help train local age-group swimmers for AAU competition and also coached the 

San Clemente High School (SCHS) swim team in the 60’s and 70’s. Many future S.C. Lifeguards 

can be seen in the SCAA team photo on the right below including San Clemente’s first female 

lifeguard, Sandy Gross, who was hired in 1978.    

 

 

 

 

 

As reported in the San Clemente Sun Post in the late summer of 1966: 

 

“Twenty-five contestants braved 62 degree water Saturday morning to compete in 

the San Clemente AAU Half Mile Ocean Swim.  Coach Ben Cummings, meet 

director, said that many intended competitors dropped out when they discovered 

the water had dropped 10 degrees in temperature in three days time to a chilly 

62” 

 

 

 

 

 

“Cold water”; no kidding!  That was 54 years ago, but I still vividly remember that swim. It was 

the first of many rough water swims that Malcolm and I competed in up and down the coast.  

And yes, I do remember some competitors dropped out because of the ‘cold’ water.  Having 



 
 

grown up and spending most of my childhood swimming in the ocean, it didn’t seem so bad to 

me at the time.  Just the same, having no fat on my wiry10 year-old body at that time, I couldn’t 

feel my fingers or my toes when I finished the race.  Many locals can also thank Benner 

Cummings for his coaching and encouragement to compete in rough water swims and later to 

train to become a Lifeguard for the City of San Clemente.   

 

Almost all of younger contestants in the Sun Post photo of the event were later to become 

lifeguards like my brother Malcolm and I did. I was fortunate to get an original 8”x10”print of the 

event very similar to the Sun Post photo from the father of three of the age-group gold-medal 

winners that day, former City Patriarch, Jack Lashbrook.  All three of his sons, Steve, Jeff, and 

Mike, went on to become San Clemente Lifeguards and usually finished on top, or close to it, in 

annual requalification pier-swims each guard was required to complete every year before he or 

she could begin work that summer.  I know that local swim clubs are still providing this same 

opportunity for hopeful Junior Lifeguards and Lifeguards today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From its humble beginnings in 1966, the San Clemente Junior Lifeguard program has steadily 

grown along with our city over the years and has now expanded to provide opportunities today 

for about 800 local boys and girls from the age of 9-17 each summer.  It’s pretty amazing to think 

that the Lifeguard Department’s stated mission and goals for current Junior Guards are almost 

exactly the same as those developed more than a half-century ago.   

 

The San Clemente Lifeguard and Junior Guard Foundation was created to aid the San Clemente 

Lifeguard department in its efforts to help provide this opportunity for future youths to 

experience the same things we were so lucky to have had.  I’m sure there are many of you out 

there that can relate to my own personal experiences as a kid growing up in our “little” beach 

town.   If you are also interested and would like to help continue this tradition for local youths, 

please consider donating to the Foundation.  Your donations are used to provide supplies and 

scholarships for San Clemente Jr. Lifeguards and to support the San Clemente Lifeguard 

Department with this important educational opportunity.                                                             

 

By Duncan Wilson (Former SCJG: 1966 and 1967, and San Clemente Lifeguard: 1972-1980) 

Photos: Wilson family (Ron, Jeanne, Duncan, Malcolm), SCLG, and Jack Lashbrook 


