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risked arrest by selling it under
cover. Speakeasies sprang up like
mushrooms to serve the millions
who had developed an
unquenchable thirst for rum.

Business boomed with liquor
coming from three principle
sources: That which was brewed
in homes; that which was
produced in the stills hidden
away in the mountains of
Kentucky and Tennessee and also
in towns and cities
across

America;
and that which was smuggled in
from countries outside the United
States. The best quality was the
third source.

The Department of Justice firmly
believed that Prohibition would be
simple to enforce, that the people
wouldn’t want liquor if it were not
available. Federal authorities felt
that the local police could take care of
the few offenders that might result. It
was only a few months before the

Federal Courts were overwhelmed
with cases awaiting trial.And there
weren’t enough jails to hold those
awaiting trial; penitentiaries were
bursting at the seams with convicted
rum runners, bootleggers, and
distributors of illegal liquor.And only
a small fraction of the offenders was
ever convicted.

The most important agency
concerned with law enforcement
was the United States Coast
Guard whose main task was trying

to hold the tidal wave of
illegal liquor pounding

the shores of the
country.

Rum running began in 1920,
slowly building momentum as more
and more individuals became
successful at it. There were huge
profits to be had with little if any
risk involved. Captain Bill McCoy
started the flow of liquor into the
United States in 1921 when he
successfully docked 1500 cases of
bonded liquor in Savannah, Georgia.

Elated by his profitable trip,
McCoy bought a second schooner,

Arethusa, which he renamed
Tomaka. His second trip was to
New York which McCoy believed to
be a more lucrative market. McCoy
anchored Tomaka off Long Island
with a full load of liquor.
Bootleggers, whose representatives
he had contacted earlier in
Nassau, came out in droves as
news of his arrival spread like a
plague. Within days his
entire cargo was
gone and so was
Bill McCoy, who
immediately
sailed back to
Nassau for
another
load.

Bill McCoy would soon
have competition if rival rum
runners could be called that.
Because a hundred Bill McCoys
would not have been enough to
quench the thirsts of the millions
of dry throats.

In 1921, the Coast Guard had
no jurisdiction over ships lying
beyond the three-mile limit.
Legally it could — and often did —
seize American vessels outside the
limit. Because of this, many
American ship owners who were
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The powerful white motor
launch Gray Ghost slid
quietly through the waters off

the New Jersey coast. Her motors
barely idling, she showed no
running lights and her crew saw no
lights other than those on New
Jersey’s shore line. The men cast
satisfied glances over the cases of
liquor piled high in Gray Ghost as
they searched the New Jersey
shoreline for a cluster of red lights
that would direct them to a
landing. Within an hour the liquor
would be safely ashore and they’d
all be thousands of dollars richer.

Suddenly Gray Ghost stood
silhouetted at the end of a tunnel
of light. Crisp commands
punctuated the ocean silence.

“This is the Coast Guard. Heave
to. I’m coming aboard.”

Powerful engines roared as
Gray Ghost sliced ahead, water
churning in her wake. Two shots

ripped across her
bow. Without
slackening speed,
Gray Ghost swung
sharply and
charged the Coast
Guard cutter —
hoping to strike it
a glancing blow.
Two more shots
echoed from the
cutter’s cannon
smashing into Gray Ghost’s hull.
Her helmsman slumped across a
case of whiskey as Gray Ghost
slowed to a stop. The Coast Guard
cutter slid along side, secured
Gray Ghost to her and headed
north for Long Island. Another
capture had been made by the
United States Coast Guard in
their thankless war against highly
organized rum runners in the
years 1920 through 1933.

In October 1919, the National

Prohibition Act, also known as
the Volstead Act, became the law in
the United States. When
Prohibition went into effect on 17
January 1920, the task of enforcing
it was given to the United States
Treasury Department. Authorities
believed that once liquor was
legally banned it would cease to be
desirable. While liquor could not be
sold openly under the new law,
there were thousands of

individuals who

It was an always-frustrating,
often-bizarre battle that the 

US Coast Guard waged for 14-years
against the rum runners in

an effort to enforce the
highly unpopular 18th

Amendment
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“Getthe 
Rummers!”

Officially, the US Coast Guard had a 330-ship fleet with
which to stop the rum runners. However, with ships
in for maintenance, crews at liberty, an average
of 200 ships was more likely. To combat
the increasing technology of the
rummers, the US Coast Guard
utilized its growing fleet
of aircraft. 

The rum runners would
often use aircraft to bring in
small but “choice” batches of
liquor. In this photograph, a USCG
Grumman Widgeon intercepts a
Monocoupe light aircraft carrying a
load of liquor. Note the Coastie
with a “Chicago Piano” leaning
out of the Widgeon’s side
hatch as the Monocoupe is
forced to land. 

USCG CG-171 keeps an eye on
$175,000 in liquor seized in Dorchester

Bay from rum runners.


