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“Before we could overtake him, he had
unloaded his contraband cargo. I can still
picture him swerving sharply to the starboard
and heading toward...the New York shore.”

The United States Customs Boat Patrol on
Lake Champlain During the Prohibition Era
By A. BRADLEY SoULE, M.D.

The Lake Champlain Boat Patrol, an arm of the United States Customns
Service set up from 1924 until 1933 to enforce the Eighteenth Amendment,
the “Prohibition Amendment,” worked to close the lake to illegal trans-
portation of alcoholic beverages. Among the many books and articles pub-
lished about prohibition and measures taken to enforce it, few discuss
smuggling on Lake Champlain. One exception, Allan S. Everest’s “Rum
Across the Border: the Prohibition Era in Northern New York,” (New
York, Syracuse University Press, 1978), recounts a number of rollicking
smuggling episodes including several involving the Customs Patrol Boat.
But Professor Everest did not know of many of the escapades of the
Patrol found in my personal recollections and those of my friends and
half hidden in old clippings from the $t. Albans Messenger and the
Burlington Free Press."

Efforts to enforce the Volstead Act in Vermont and on Lake Cham-
plain were the responsibility of the United States Customs Service, District
#2, with headquarters in the Federal Building on lower Kingman Street
in St. Albans. Initially, they largely limited their activities to the inspection
of vehicles at the border stations and of passengers and their luggage
on railroads operating from Canada to the United States. Enterprising
bootleggers soon made smuggling a profitable venture. They obtained
powerful and speedy automobiles such as Cadillacs and Pierce Arrows,
stripped them down to carry maximum loads of liquor, and drove on
back roads across the border, frequently in convoys of a dozen or more.
Occasionally they sent an empty pilot car ahead to scout out the proposed
route and telephone back if all seemed clear or vice versa. Frequently
they would dispense with the pilot car and trust to chance. Largely
undermanned, the Customs Service border patrols only stopped a minority
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Point to the section opposite Burlington near the Four Brothers’ Islands.
Each craft had a three-man crew, and one or two boats would go out
each evening unless poor weather conditions prevailed. We usually left
about sunset and headed out of St. Albans Bay through the so-called
Gut between North and South Hero islands, which brought us into the
broad lake west of the Heros. On a reasonably calm night, we would
cruise to some point where we thought that we could hear the engine
whine of the smugglers’ boats as they came down the channel. We would
either anchor or let the boat drift and then take turns watching and
listening until daybreak. The two members of the crew not on watch
would roll up in blankets in the bottom of the boat and sleep. If the
man on watch heard a boat, he would have to locate it by ear, since
we had no special devices to pick up sound. He would then wake up
the other members of the crew. The captain would start the craft and
speed toward the sound. After several minutes, we would cut the motor
and listen again. We repeated this maneuver until we could see the boat.
Since most of the bootleggers did not use running lights, we had to
trust our hearing and vision. Several of the craft used by rum-runners
were quite speedy when unloaded, but with a heavy cargo of beer or
liquor on board, they were slowed down considerably. We had to en-
counter them before they saw us, but we, too, were quite visible, mainly
because of the spray that arced out from the prow of our craft. If they
saw us and recognized us, they would usually dump their load. Many
of them were equipped with shelves along the sides of the boat so that
they could quickly toss the bags of bottles overboard before we could reach
them. The really fast boats, with their loads overboard, could then turn
about and escape our somewhat slower craft.

One of the fastest boats was owned by a man named Snyder who
spent his winters off the Jersey coast bringing liquor in from larger boats
in the Atlantic to docks on shore. In the summer months, he moved to
Lake Champlain where he had a summmer camp on the west side of the
lake near Point au Roche, north of Cumberland Head. We chased him
a number of times. As soon as he saw us, he would dump his load
before we could overtake him and then speed away with the aid of two
powerful World War I Liberty airplane engines in a converted lifeboat.
After three or four of these episodes, the Collector of Customs ordered
us to bring him in under any legitimate circumstances, even if we could
not prove that liquor had been or was on board.

On a quiet but overcast night in the middle of the summer in 1925,
we lay in the Chris Craft in mid-channel near the Sister Islands between
Grand Isle and the New York shore. Fay Templeton, the captain, had
the first watch from ten until midnight and had turned in with George
Graves, leaving me on watch from midnight until two a.m. About one-
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In the middle of August, 1931, the patrol did suffer a tragedy as
members seized a 40-foot motor launch carrying a load of scotch and rye
whiskey. Jack Kendrick was in the Customs craft accompanied by Lavigne
and L.E. Babcock. Near the middle of the lake they had heard a boat with-
out running lights approach from the north. Kendrick ordered tracer bul-

ts fired over the heads of the bootleggers who continued on their way.
Kendrick then turned his spotlight on the fleeing craft, revealing two men
feverishly engaged in throwing their cargo overboard. One of the patrol-
men grabbed a bag filled with bottles and negotiated it into the Customs
boat. Overtaking the launch, Lavigne boarded it and arrested the three
occupants. Inspector Babcock, attempting to board the seized boat, fell
overboard. He immediately sank beneath the surface, and his body was
never recovered.

Most of the operations of the patrol lacked glamor; they usually in-
volved hard work. Dr. Cyrus D. Eastman, now of Woodsville, New Hamp-
shire, who served on the Boat Patrol several years after I left, told me
about an experience which he had in the summer of 1927. At that time
a steady procession of tugboats plied the lake from Canada to the Cham-
plain-Hudson Canal near Whitehall. They pulled or pushed cargoes of
hay and lumber, and the patrol always suspected them of carrying liquor
as well. In 1927 an informer reported that a certain tugboat had a large
cargo of beer on board. The patrol unloaded the tug in Burlington
during the hottest two or three days of the summer as the Burlington
Free Press and the Daily News reporters and photographers covered the
hard labor and wrote amusing accounts of the arduous search which failed
to locate a single bottle of beer.

Throughout my service none of the bootleggers we chased fired at us,
though I understand that this did occur several times during the years
after I had left the patrol. However, as far as I have been able to
determine, no one was ever hit. Nor to the best of my knowledge did
the bootleggers ever try to bribe the Customs officers on Lake Cham-
plain. Most of the contraband, after all, crossed the border by auto-
mobile, and, by comparison, the rum running operations on the lake
were relatively trivial. We did read in the press of bribery in other parts
of the country.

A month after Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s sweeping victory, Republican
Senator John J. Blaine of Wisconsin presented to the Congress a joint
resolution calling for submission to the states of the 21st Amendment,
which would end prohibition. On December 5, 1933, Utah, the thirty-
sixth state, cast the deciding ballot for the amendment, thus allowing
the President to sign a proclamation which announced repeal, and with the
demise of prohibition the saga of the United States Customs Boat Patrol
on Lake Champlain ended.

142






