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Father who can’t swim
takes plunge to save son

From Staff Reports

WRIGHTSVILLE BEACH —
When 5-year-old Barrett Earney
slid off a rain-slicked pier into the
turbulent waters of the Atlantic
Sunday night, his father didn’t
dwell on the fact that neither fa-
ther nor son could swim.

Al that went through my mind
was the thought of losing Barrett,”

Charles Earney said in a telephone

interview Monday.

The near-tragedy, which ended
happily thanks to several nearby
surfers, started innocently
enough. Charles Earney, 35, an as-
sociate professor of accounting at
the University of North Carolina at
Wilmington, was taking a walk
with Barrett on Mercer’s Pier
near their Wrightsville Beach
home.

In the rainy, overcast weather,
the pier was almost deserted. Fa-
ther and son played several games
of Pac-Man. Then they walked to
the pier’s end.

“He was five feet ahead of me

and it was raining and very slick,”
Earney said. ‘“He slipped — like
falling on a banana peel — down
on his back.
“He kept sliding, right off the
j pier.”

In what officials are calling a
freak accident, the child slid under
the pier’s knee-high railing and
dropped 35 feet into the stormy, 5-
foot waves below.

At that point Earney stopped
thinking. Although he doesn’t quite
know how he did it and hopes he
would never have to do it again, he
clamored down the barnacle-laden
pilings. -

He gazed brleﬂy upon what
looked like “reasonably calm’ wa-
ters. Then he jumped.

Barrett, meanwhile, was tread-
ing water, bobbing up and down
close to the pier, erying for his

See FATHER, page 3C






