
Whiskey on the Lake      By Marty Schnure

Prohibition in Vermont and New York
Life in America changed dramatically when Prohibition took eff ect on January 
17, 1920.  With the ratifi cation of the Eighteenth Amendment, anyone who 
enjoyed drinking alcohol had to wean themselves from it, and brewers, distill-
ers, distributors, and bar owners alike had to fi nd new ways to make a living. 
In reality, however, many Americans kept on drinking, and the business of 
bootlegging was born. To the north, Canada was an obvious source of alcohol 
for thirsty Americans, and the Champlain Valley’s border with Quebec turned 
out to be an ideal crossing point for bootleggers (Figure 1). Within weeks the 
backroads that interlaced Vermont and New York with Quebec became smug-
gling routes for the highly profi table illegal alcohol that came down across the 
border by car, horse, train, and foot. But as lawmen increasingly caught on to 
their tactics on the roads, smugglers took to the water. Water routes included 
Lake Memphremagog in Newport and Wallace Pond in Canaan, but by far the 
busiest was Lake Champlain. Th e two major cities on Lake 
Champlain’s shores—Plattsburgh, New York, on the western 
shore, and Burlington, Vermont, on the eastern shore—had 
plenty of thirsty customers and were regular destinations for 
smugglers. Some smugglers used the waterway to access the 
even more lucrative markets of Boston and New York City 
(Map 1). Up until Prohibition was repealed on December 
6, 1933, bootleggers posed a constant challenge for the U.S. 
Border Patrol and other law enforcement offi  cers as the two 
groups engaged in a memorable game of cat and mouse. 

Th e Bootleggers
Bootleggers were generally young men between the ages 
of 15 and 30 who turned to bootlegging to support their 
families or because of a lack of job opportunities aft er returning from the war. 
Some were simply drawn to the danger and the thrill of the business. At a time 
when average wages for most jobs were $1.50 to $2 per day, bootlegging was 
an extraordinarily profi table option; the average commercial bootlegger could 
make about $600 per run. Th e man who is considered to be the “King” of the 
bootleggers, Conrad LaBelle, made $100,000 within his fi rst year. Since most 
people at the time opposed Prohibition, including some law enforcement of-
fi cers, bootleggers were not generally considered criminals.

Th e Lake Champlain Boat Patrol
By 1924, the U.S. Customs Service began to realize that more and more smug-
glers were using the lake to evade them, and decided to form a band of offi  cers 
specifi cally for Lake Champlain: the Lake Champlain Boat Patrol (Figure 2). 
Not all the offi  cers agreed with Prohibition, but it was a good government job 
in unstable times, and they worked hard to uphold the law. Th e same inlets 
and bays that made Lake Champlain such a good route for smugglers were also 
good hiding spots for the patrolmen. Offi  cers on the patrol quickly acquired a 
keen eye for smugglers and learned not to trust even the most innocent looking 
boaters. What to the untrained eye appeared to be a family outing on a sum-
mer’s day was sometimes a smuggler on a booze run using his wife and children 
to throw off  any offi  cers. Sometimes a closer look at a boatload of lumber 
revealed that underneath the lumber were hundreds or even thousands or 
bottles of everything from wine to high-proof liquor. Some bootleggers did not 
even attempt disguise and relied instead on speed: one bootlegger who went 
by “Snyder” modifi ed two World War I Liberty airplane engines to power his 
converted lifeboat, which easily outpaced any craft  in the Boat Patrol’s fl eet. 

Th e End of an Experiment
On the morning of December 6, 1933, nearly every newspaper in the country 
heralded the full ratifi cation of the Twenty-First Amendment to the Consti-
tution: the repeal of Prohibition. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who 
promised in his 1932 campaign to end Prohibition, celebrated the demise of 
the Eighteenth Amendment and called it “a noble experiment” that had unin-
tentionally created a “notoriously evil” illegal alcohol trade. He went on:  

Aft er thirteen years, alcohol became legal and available once again, and has 
stayed that way ever since.

Bootlegging on Lake Champlain
Rather than risking being caught at the border, many professional smugglers 
avoided border checkpoints altogether by using the open waters of Lake Cham-
plain. Th e geography of the lake, with its great size, its many islands, inlets, 
bays, and tributaries, its reach across the border, and the communities along its 
shores, made it favorite route among bootleggers. With the Champlain Canal 
connecting Lake Champlain to the Hudson River, bootleggers could smuggle 
their load by boat all the way from Quebec to New York City (Map 1). Just 
as those who smuggled on land modifi ed their cars to hide more alcohol or 
create smokescreens in a chase, bootleggers on the lake came up with their own 
ingenious ideas to evade offi  cers. One of the fi rst strategies was to carry sacks of 
alcohol on the edges of the boat so that they could be easily pushed overboard 
in case of capture. Th is was a good method to avoid being arrested, but it con-
tained no component of disguise and it came at the obvious cost of losing one’s 

load. To disguise themselves on the water, some bootleggers 
tied a long rope to one end of the bags of alcohol and towed 
it behind them in a hollow log under water like a submarine. 
Th e disadvantage here, however, was that the log would im-
mediately fl oat to the surface and become visible if the boat 
were to be stopped by an offi  cer. Th e method that worked 
best was to tie the bags of alcohol to one end of a rope and 
tie a box of rock salt to the other: if chased, the bootleggers 
could push the setup overboard, the bags and box would 
sink to the bottom, and later, as the rock salt dissolved, the 
box would fl oat to the surface and act as a buoy-like marker 
for bootleggers to recover their lost cargo.

“Four and twenty Yankees
Feeling mighty dry,

Took a trip to Canada
And bought a case of rye.

When the case was opened
Th e Yanks began to sing--

‘To hell with the President!
God save the King!’”

Figure 2 (below). Kendrick (second from left ) and the Lake Champlain Boat Patrol pose 
at their lakefront headquarters on Georgia Bay, Vermont, in 1927.

“Most of the bootleggers considered that it was an 
unfair law and a law which had been foisted upon us, 
which had no validity. We knew that it wasn’t being 
supported by the general public, that it was disliked, 

and that we didn’t feel like we were lawbreakers.” 
– Francis “Sam” Racicot, a bootlegger fr om Rouse’s Point
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Map 1 (left ). Th e Champlain Canal, which connects Lake Champlain to the Hudson 
River, allowed bootleggers to smuggle alcohol by boat all the way from Quebec to the 
thirsty, lucrative markets of New York City.
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Figure 1 (above). Humorous postcards like this one promoted Canada’s wet status. 
Canada’s economy enjoyed the benefi ts of Prohibition; in fact, America’s love for alcohol 
fi nanced the building of many new roads and the improvement of Canada’s school system.

“We must remove forever from our midst the menace of the bootlegger 
. . . . I trust in the good sense of the American people that they will not 
bring upon themselves the curse of excessive use of intoxicating liquors 
to the detriment of health, morals, and social integrity.”



Figure 3. Offi  cer Armand Lavinge sits aboard 
a captured boat by the Rouse’s Point railroad 
bridge. Th e lake narrows at this point, making it a 
useful watch point for offi  cers.

 5. Th e largest capture of smuggled alcohol in the 
entire North Country was from the E. Daneau, 

where barrels of ale were concealed beneath a load 
of lumber. It was one of a fl eet of fi ve barges  off  the 

coast of Plattsburgh that had passed through the 
canal on the Richelieu River, all of them consigned 

to the Donnor Lumber Company of New York. Th e 
other four were legitimately loaded with lumber or 
hay. Offi  cers fi rst suspected the E. Daneau by the 

way it sat in the water: the visible cargo, poor-grade 
ash lumber, was not heavy enough to make it ride so 
low. An intensive search revealed a trap door under 

the cabin cookstove which opened into a hidden 
storage space containing 93,960 bottles of ale.

4. In the early hours of August 17, 1931, Lake Champlain 
Boat Patrol offi  cer Louis Babcock, aged forty-two, drowned 
during a chase with a group of bootleggers on the lake. Bab-
cock and fellow patrolmen Jack Kendrick and Armand Lavi-
gne were chasing a smuggler driving an expensive teak cabin 
cruiser near Sister Island. As the offi  cers pulled up alongside 

the cruiser and Babcock prepared to board, the two boats 
struck against one another and Babcock was tossed overboard. 
Th ough Offi  cer Lavigne did successfully arrest the bootleggers, 

no trace of the offi  cer was ever found.

7. Th e county jail in St. Albans was always 
packed with people, many of them boot-

leggers caught while trying to smuggle 
booze down Lake Champlain by boat, or 

into Vermont by car.

6. In the summer of 1925, Jack Kendrick and Fate Templeton of 
the Boat Patrol sought out to catch a bootlegger known as Sny-
der. When they approached him on the lake one night, Snyder 

dumped his cargo and quickly sped off . Kendrick and Templeton 
followed Snyder to his Swanton dock, calmly boarded his boat, 
and told him that he was under arrest. Snyder challenged them, 

saying that they had no grounds to arrest him because he had 
dumped his load of alcohol. Having thought ahead, the offi  cers 
proceeded to arrest him for having no life preservers on board, 
no book of pilot’s rules, and nothing that could be used as an 
emergency alarm, and for driving his boat aft er dark with no 

running lights. Snyder had to pay a fi ne of $550—pennies for 
a smuggler like him—and serve a bit of jail time. Th e offi  cers 

seized his boat, but when it was sold at auction, Snyder simply 
bought it back and was back in business in less than a month.

8. Figure 4. Th e Boat Patrol set up their headquarters at 
Jack Kendrick’s mother’s camp on the shore of Georgia 
Bay in St. Albans, Vermont, an ideal place to intercept 

smugglers coming down from the north. Th e long dock 
at the camp allowed the Patrol to keep several boats 

and even a sea plane standing by for use at a moment’s 
notice. Ironically for Kendrick’s mother, living at the 

headquarters of the Boat Patrol supported her taste for 
liquor, as the patrolmen would tip her off  to the loca-
tion of liquor they had seized and she could go fetch 

some for herself before it was destroyed.

A few nights later, Lavigne hid behind the desk in the offi  ce 
while Izard lay on the cot, faking a deep slumber. Around 1 
o’clock, they heard someone coming down the stairs from 
the tower. Th e man stuck his head in the door, saw Izard 

apparently sleeping, and returned to the signal tower where 
they heard him move the signals. Soon a boat without run-

ning lights proceeded north under the drawbridge.

When it had disappeared into the darkness towards Can-
ada, Lavigne and Izard brought a 150-foot-long fl oating 
rope down under the bridge and stretched it across the 

channel. Th ey then waited with Kendrick in the darkness 
on their patrol boat for the bootleggers to return.

Th e Canadian border is only about a mile north, and 
soon they heard a high-powered boat coming towards 

them. Th ey started their engine and waited in the 
shadows. Th e boat came into sight, speeding under the 
drawbridge. Nothing happened at fi rst, but aft er about 

a hundred yards it slowed down as the rope became 
entangled in the motor. Th e offi  cers quietly approached, 

and with the bootleggers completely unaware of their 
presence, Kendrick silently boarded the boat. Kendrick, 
dressed in his uniform of white duck pants and a white 
shirt, quietly crept toward the smugglers. When he was 
ready, he clicked on his fl ashlight and shone the light 

on himself so the smugglers could see he was an offi  cer. 
“Stop!” he hollered. 

Th e bootleggers looked at him, ablaze in white where a 
moment before there had been only blackness, and one 

cried out, “Jesus Christ!” 
“No,” said Kendrick, “just U.S. Customs.”

3. In February, 1924, two men and a sleighload of Cana-
dian ale broke through the ice and fell into seven feet of 

water in Trombly’s Bay. With help from ashore, the horses 
and sleigh were saved, and in the spring the neighbors 

hauled up the beer with hooks. 

Sources: Wheeler, Rumrunners & Revenuers (2002); Everest, Rum Across 
the Border (1978); Bushey, “Liquor on the Lake” (2008); The Vermont 
Folklife Center’s Ott Collection, Interviews with bootleggers (1987); 
NOAA, “Lake Champlain Chart #171, 11/1956” (1:40,000, 1956); NOAA, 
“RNCs 14781, 14782” (1:40,000, 2004, 2006); Lake Champlain Maritime 
Museum, “The Grand Journey” (2005).

“Christ Almighty, I took a lot of chances!” - Pete Hanlon, bootlegger 
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1. In August, 1932, Boat Patrol Offi  cers Armand 
Lavigne, Jack Kendrick, and Larry Izard began to notice 
that bootleggers always seemed to speed down the lake 

in the certain hours of the night when they were off  duty. 
Next to the Boat Patrol’s offi  ce on the Rouse’s Point 

railroad bridge was a signal tower where there was always 
a man on duty who operated signals on each side of the 
bridge to notify trains when the bridge was clear. Th ey 
suspected that the man in the tower was tipping off  the 

bootleggers as to their whereabouts.

Railroad bridge

Map 2. An inset of Rouse’s Point, the focal point 
of bootlegger-patrol interactions on Lake Cham-
plain, including the customs station and railroad 
bridge just one mile south of the border.

Map 3. Lake Champlain from the Richelieu River to 
Mallett’s Bay, with located anecdotes from the days 
of bootlegging on Lake Champlain.
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2. Here on Rochester Point, the bootleggers of the area 
maintained a camp where they could relax during the summer 

months. Here the bootleggers enjoyed good food prepared 
by local women, and each weekend prostitutes were brought 
in from Montreal. Nude bathing, plenty of liquor, and other 

pleasures helped to ease the tensions of the smugglers’ danger-
ous trade. Th e camp also served as a drop-off  point for liquor 
brought by boat from Canada and before it was carried south.


