
Don’t be ripped away from Life 

Increasing our need for Ocean Awareness 

By Jason Vinci 

Another glorious day at the beach. And, for once, I was able to enjoy it. After diving 
through a wave, I found myself knee-deep on a sandbar about 15 yards out. “This is 
really nice,” I thought-the cool water, the hot sun. I took a few steps further out and 
suddenly slipped off the back edge into deeper water. I noticed the pull of the water 
and anchored my feet in the sand as best I could, waiting for the ebb to stop so I 
could climb back up onto the sandbar. But this ebb didn’t stop! Because, it wasn’t an 
ebb, it was a riptide. Luckily, I kept my footing and was able to inch my way up the 
sand bar back to safety. My glorious day was prolonged. 

A rip current, commonly referred to as a rip, or by the misnomer “rip tide”, is one 
specific kind of water current that can be found near beaches. It is a strong, localized, 
and rather narrow current of water. Rips are strongest near the surface of the water 
and move directly away from the shore out to sea. Walls of water, in the form of 
waves, break across sand bars & arrive onto the shore. That mass of water must 
travel back out to sea. When there is a gap in a sand bar near the shore, it creates a 
narrow groove, through which the retreating mass of water is channeled with 
greater force. This is a Rip current and it can treat you like a hot tub jet treats a 
floating leaf, sending you a hundred or more yards out into the ocean. Rips can occur 
at any beach where there are breaking waves and sand bars. They can be very 
powerful and unpredictable: some reoccur always at the same place, others can 
appear and disappear suddenly at various locations near the beach.  Click here for 
more information on how to identify and deal with riptides.  

A week after my almost forgotten close call, I learned of a riptide incident that 
happened in the Pines this Father’s Day. It was Chris Nicosia’s day off. He and his 
brother Steve own & run the Pines Liquor Store, where they have worked since their 
teens. Summers are high season for the Nicosia’s & Chris, a lifelong surfer, was 
taking advantage of his moment in the sun. He paddled out in front of his parent’s 
house at Cedar Walk & was surprised to catch a good ride on the first trip out. 
Perhaps a good omen for the day. Then he paddled out to Fisherman Walk to surf 
the rest of the morning with Jeff Hall & Jim Sullivan. The three full-grown kids had a 
blast that morning & Chris was joyfully exhausted. His wife & daughter met him at 
Fisherman’s. The 3 were enjoying a morning beach walk with Dad on Father’s day, 
heading back towards his parent’s house.  

As they approached Nautilus, Chris noticed several people out in the water on a 
sandbar, about 50 yards out. He remembered passing through that area earlier, and 
knew the rip was strong. He thought to himself, ‘This doesn’t look good.’ Then he 
saw one of them being swept off the sandbar by the current. He looked to his wife 
and said, “I think someone needs help”. Then came the screams, “Help! Help! Help!” 
He glanced back to his wife, and both knew what needed to be done.  



His wet suit half off & tied around the waste, Chris ran into the surf with his board. 
He quickly reached the man in trouble, who was panicked and fearing for his life. 
Chris secured him to his board and the man then calmed down. Chris’s board is 
short and only big enough for one. He told the man, “Don’t try to kick, just grab the 
sides of the board and hold on!” Chris knew the waves would be hitting them as the 
strong rip current continued to pull. As it happened, two or three big waves did 
crash over them, and the man lost his grip. Chris managed to get him back on the 
board, but the strong surf was pulling Chris under and he was forced to let go of the 
board in order to protect the man he was trying to save. When Chris resurfaced, he 
saw the guy on the board heading towards shore, where people were wading out to 
help, Chris was relieved. 

But his relief was short-lived as Chris realized that he, too, had fallen into the trap of 
a riptide: fighting the current. Besides the fact that Chris was tired, as it had been a 
long, active morning, this was a battle he knew he could never win. He paused for a 
moment to assess the situation and thought, “Ok, I’m in a rip, swim parallel to shore.” 
He swam parallel to the shore, back towards the sandbar and reached it.  

Once again relieved, Chris headed towards the shore, where the first guy had by 
now safely arrived. Another person was trapped by the riptide and Chris was aware 
that he would need his board to help him. 

Trying to be helpful, the man who’d just reached shore, attempted to push the board 
back out to Chris. Unfortunately a wave caught it and sent it down the beach. Chris 
got to shore, chased down his board, ran back, and then paddled out to get the other 
stranded guy.  

Perhaps the only person who was more tired than Chris at this point was the man 
still stuck in the riptide. The second guy was in far worse physical condition than the 
first. When Chris got to him, the man collapsed onto his board. “Are you with me, are 
you with me?!!”. The man gave an attempt at a nod and Chris replied, “Your gonna 
live, we’re gonna get you to the beach”. He thought to himself, “Thank God he is still 
alive.” Chris cuffed his elbow on the board and put his hand under the man’s chin to 
keep his head above water. As they made it closer to shore, 2 other guys came out to 
help. The man fell on the beach where doctors were waiting. The man was airlifted 
off island. 

Assuming all was now under control, Chris, his wife and his daughter continued 
their walk to grandma & grandpa’s house. Father’s day 2015 had taken an 
unexpected turn and thankfully everyone was ok. 

 A week after I learned of Chris’s Father’s Day Fiasco, I was teaching my yoga class 
on Lepage Pavilion at Whyte Hall and asked if anyone had any injuries. A new guy, 
Brian, attempted to raise his hand, he had a separated rib. After class he shared his 
story.  

He & his boyfriend Ross had rented a house in the Pines with 2 other couples. The 
housemates had met some other friends at the beach at 2pm. It was now 3:20 and 



after a short nap, Ross awoke. Being a former Secret Service Agent, he was always 
scanning his territory. He noticed some trouble out in the water. Ross nudged Brian 
to wake and then headed into the ocean. It appeared that a man was swimming out 
to save his friend who was caught in a riptide current. Brian was familiar with Ross’s 
alertness and posted himself near the water’s edge.  

Ross realized that the 2 guys were being pulled out so far so fast, that he may not 
have the ability to save them. But Brian, a former pool lifeguard and collegiate 
swimmer, had the ability. By Brian’s recollection, the guys were pulled out from 
approximately 20 yards to 120 yards off the beach in about 90 seconds. That was 
faster than he had ever witnessed. Ross waved him over and Brian understood what 
needed to be done. An onlooker had attempted to be of help by grabbing one of the 
red box rescue buoys and ran towards Ross & Brian. Unfortunately he started 
unraveling the rope out of the buoy, rendering it far less useful for the rope was 
designed to unravel as it was thrown in an underarm swinging fashion. 

Brian briefly waited for the man to bring the buoy, but when he saw him unravel the 
rope, he could wait no longer. Brian entered the rip and swam out. In a few minutes 
he reached the two guys and recognized that one of them was about to go under. 
Brian quickly linked their elbows together and began to tow them in. Then the 
overly exhausted man began to panic and flail wildly. He ended up kneeing Brian in 
the ribcage, separating one of his ribs. Injured, Brian stayed focused and zigzagged 
his way through the currents, towing the guys all the way to shore. All was good 
once again, except for that separated rib, which Brian is still dealing with.  

What’s important to know about these stories is that they come out of perfectly 
normal situations. Nobody expects them to occur, and then there you are, 
attempting to save another human being’s life, or fighting for your own. It would be 
wise for us Pines residents to take some preemptive measures in learning how to 
deal with ocean survival situations. For we live in an ocean community without 
lifeguards. Our community is on an island that acts as a protective barrier against 
the ocean for the wellbeing of Long Island residents 

These stories happen when we least expect them, usually happening during the 
course of normal everyday situations. Take Tom for instance, on the 4th of July, he 
was walking his dog down the beach to meet a friend. He heard someone yelling for 
help out in the water. He looked out and saw someone caught in a riptide. He ran 
towards the closest red box, to retrieve the flotation device. The sign said, ‘Break the 
glass’, so he did. He then realized that there were instructions on the glass, but since 
it was broken, he couldn’t read it. He ended up using the flotation device correctly, 
that is to hold the end of the rope and throw the flotation device, in a swinging 
underarm fashion, towards the person in need. Happily he succeeded and with the 
help of another person who came to his aid, they were able to pull this man out of 
the rip & safely into shore. What if Tom didn’t us the device correctly?  

These stories all end well. But not all stories do. In fact, at least 12 people have 
drowned off the shores of Fire Island in the last 15 years. This is possibly a low 



number, as the location of death information, given to the Suffolk County Medical 
Examiner’s Office is not always exact. The breakdown of drowned persons on Fire 
Island since 1997 is as follows: 1 at Davis Park, 3 at Cherry Grove, 2 in the Pines, 1 at 
Sea View, 2 at Ocean Beach, 1 in Sailor’s Haven and 2 listed simply as ‘Fire Island’. I 
personally remember 4 persons drowned in the Pines: there were two years in a 
row, when the coast guard helicopter was searching for persons pulled out to sea off 
of Coast Guard Walk, 2 were lost one year and 1 the next & another year a drowned 
man was found washed up on the Pines beach. So I believe that the 2 drowned 
victims listed as only ‘Fire Island’ were actually in the Pines. This would increase our 
total number of drowned persons in the Pines to 4. If we add those to the 3 drowned 
persons in Cherry Grove it means that 7 out of 12, or 58% of all drowned persons on 
Fire Island occurred in our combined area without lifeguards. To put that into 
perspective, the 900 homes of the Pines & Grove make up 22% of the total number 
of homes on Fire Island (4,150). That’s 22% of the homes and 58% of the drowned 
persons.  

Situations like these are more frequent than we might imagine. Weirdly enough, just 
as I was discussing this subject with a client & friend of mine while giving him a 
massage at his house overlooking the ocean, I noticed what looked like someone 
stuck in a riptide. Seconds later, I saw people rushing to the rescue. This person was 
pulled to safety onto the shore, where the police arrived and took over the situation.  

I’ve heard of 4 more similar stories this year. That’s 10 people, I have personally 
heard of, saved from riptides in the Pines in one summer. The most frustrating thing 
to me is that none of these situations are taken seriously unless someone dies. We 
need to raise our level of ocean awareness to better help and assist the wellbeing of 
each other in a community like ours, one without lifeguards. It is logical to think that 
this responsibility falls onto the shoulders of the Pines Fire Department, but that’s 
not the case. Our Volunteer Fire Department is already overtaxed and doing a great 
job serving our community. It’s up to us, the resident’s of the Pines to find solutions. 
So lets start the conversation now, before anyone else finds themselves in this type 
of dangerous predicament. 

 

 

 


