
LITERARY HISTORICAL ANALYSIS

Historical Fiction as a Technical Lens: A Comprehensive 
Analysis of Janet Taylor Lisle’s Black Duck and the 
Prohibition Era
Published: February 19, 2026  |  Index ID: #915

The study of historical fiction serves as a bridge between narrative engagement and the rigorous examination of 

socio-political history. Janet Taylor Lisle’s Black Duck(2006) represents a quintessential example of this synthesis,

providing a detailed, localized perspective on the United States’ Prohibition era. Set primarily in 1929 on the coastal

fringes of Rhode Island, the novel transcends the traditional boundaries of Young Adult literature by integrating

complex themes of moral ambiguity, maritime logistics, and the socio-economic pressures of the late 1920s. This

analysis explores the technical and narrative frameworks of the novel, evaluating its historical accuracy and its

utility as an educational tool for understanding the mechanics of 1920s rum-running.

The Theoretical Framework of Black Duck

To understand the depth of Black Duck, one must first establish the theoretical framework of the Prohibition Era

(1920–1933). The enactment of the 18th Amendment and the subsequent Volstead Act created a unique economic

vacuum where the demand for alcohol remained high while the legal supply was eradicated. This discrepancy

birthed a sophisticated underground economy governed by maritime expertise and clandestine logistics.

The Frame Narrative Construction

Lisle utilizes a sophisticated frame narrativetechnique. The story is not told chronologically from 1929; rather, it is

recounted by an elderly Ruben Hart to a young researcher, David Peterson, in the contemporary era. This technical

choice serves several purposes:

•  Reliability and Perspective: It highlights the fallibility of memory and the subjective nature of historical truth.

•  Thematic Depth: It allows the author to reflect on the long-term consequences of youthful decisions, a 

concept central to the development of the protagonist.

•  Bridge of Understanding: David Peterson acts as a surrogate for the reader, asking the technical questions 

required to unpack the complex jargon of 1920s coastal life.

Technical Analysis: The Mechanics of Rum-Running

A significant portion of the novel’s technical accuracy lies in its depiction of the Black Duck, a boat that is more

than a mere setting—it is a symbol of engineering and evasion. During the late 1920s, rum-runners utilized

specialized vessels designed to outpace the 75-foot patrol boats of the U.S. Coast Guard.

Maritime Logistics and Evasion Tactics

The operation of a rum-running vessel required a sophisticated understanding of coastal geography and nautical

engineering. The following technical components were essential to the operations described in the novel:

1.  Engine Modification: Rum-runners often repurposed Liberty aircraft engines to achieve speeds exceeding 30 

knots, significantly faster than standard law enforcement vessels of the period.

2.  Navigational Stealth: The use of "running dark"—operating without navigation lights—required an intimate 

knowledge of the Rhode Island shoreline, including its treacherous coves and tides.



3.  Signal Systems: Communication between the "Mother Ships" (large vessels stationed in international waters, 

outside the three-mile limit) and the smaller, faster contact boats like the Black Duck involved complex light signals 

and pre-arranged radio frequencies.

The Socio-Economic Landscape of 1929

The novel is set on the precipice of the Great Depression. This timing is critical. The characters’ motivations are

not merely criminal; they are survivalist. The economic downturn of the late 1920s left many coastal families in

Rhode Island with few options, making the high-risk, high-reward nature of smuggling an enticing technical career

path for young men like Ruben and Jeddy.

Comparative Analysis: Fiction vs. Historical Record

Lisle’s narrative is loosely based on the actual Black Duck incident of 1929, a pivotal moment in Prohibition

history where the Coast Guard opened fire on a rum-runner in Narragansett Bay, leading to multiple fatalities and a

public outcry against the enforcement methods of the era.



Feature Historical Black Duck Incident 
(1929)

Lisle’s Fictional Adaptation

Location Narragansett Bay, Rhode Island. Coastal Rhode Island (fictionalized 
town).

Primary Conflict Coast Guard Cutter CG-290 vs. Rum-
runners.

Internal gang warfare combined with 
law enforcement.

Casualties Three men killed by machine-gun fire. Focused on the discovery of a body 
and the fate of key characters.

Public Reaction Massive protests in Boston and 
Rhode Island.

Focuses on the personal trauma of 
the Hart and McKenzie families.

Moral Focus Legality of lethal force by the Coast 
Guard.

The erosion of friendship and the 
ambiguity of "right and wrong."

Character Mechanics and Ethical Conflict

The core of the novel’s educational value lies in its Character Development Matrix. Ruben Hart and Jeddy

McKenzie represent two different responses to the same environmental stimuli.

Ruben Hart: The Reluctant Participant

Ruben’s character arc is defined by his proximity to the Black Duckoperations through his father’s store. His

technical role is often that of an observer or a low-level accomplice, providing him with a unique vantage point to

witness the transition of rum-running from a "gentleman’s trade" to a violent, organized crime endeavor. His

struggle is primarily internal: reconciling his loyalty to his family with his inherent sense of justice.

Jeddy McKenzie: The Rigidity of Law

In contrast, Jeddy McKenzie, the son of the local police chief, embodies the Binary Ethical Model. For Jeddy, the

law is absolute. However, this rigidity becomes his flaw when he discovers that the lines between the "good

guys" (the police) and the "bad guys" (the rum-runners) are blurred by corruption. His character serves as a case

study in the psychological impact of cognitive dissonance when an individual’s worldview is challenged by systemic

corruption.

Practical Implementation: Educational Field Guide

For educators and historians, Black Duckprovides a rich repository of material for cross-disciplinary study. The

following table outlines a suggested pedagogical approach to the text.



Discipline Key Focus Area Application/Activity

History The Volstead Act and its socio-
economic impact.

Compare the fictional accounts of 
smuggling with primary source Coast 
Guard reports from 1929.

Sociology Community dynamics and the "code 
of silence."

Analyze why the coastal community 
protected rum-runners from federal 
authorities.

Ethics Moral ambiguity and situational ethics. Debate the "Black and White" 
philosophy held by Jeddy versus 
Ruben’s nuanced perspective.

Economics The underground economy and 
market demand.

Map the supply chain from European 
distilleries to the Rhode Island coast 
as described in the book.

Step-by-Step Technical Breakdown of the "Discovery" Scene

The discovery of the dead body on the shore is the inciting incidentof the novel. To analyze this scene

technically, one must look at the forensic and situational cues provided by Lisle:

1.  Physical Evidence: The body is found in a way that suggests a targeted execution rather than an accident, 

immediately raising the stakes from "petty smuggling" to "organized murder."

2.  Environmental Factors: The tide and the specific location (the "Reach") are used to illustrate the 

unpredictability of the maritime environment.

3.  Reaction Analysis: The differing reactions of Ruben (fear/curiosity) and Jeddy (duty/repulsion) set the stage 

for their eventual divergence.

Case Study: The Erosion of the Small-Town Fabric

The novel serves as a case study for how external economic pressurescan dismantle a small-town social

structure. Prior to the infiltration of large-scale gangs from New York and Boston, rum-running in the novel is

depicted as a localized affair. However, as the technical demands for larger shipments grew, local operators were

subsumed by violent syndicates.

The Failure Mode: Disintegration of Trust

The primary "failure mode" analyzed in the text is the breakdown of the social contract. As the stakes increased,

the characters experienced:

•  Information Asymmetry: Characters keeping secrets from family members to "protect" them, which ultimately 

led to greater danger.

•  Institutional Corruption: The realization that the police force was not immune to the financial lures of the 

smuggling trade.

•  Escalation of Force: The shift from evasion (outrunning the law) to confrontation (armed conflict).

Technical Summary and Broader Implications

Janet Taylor Lisle’s Black Duckis a masterclass in using localized narrative to explain global historical shifts. By

focusing on the specific mechanics of the Rhode Island coastline and the technicalities of 1920s maritime

smuggling, the novel provides a granular look at the Prohibition era that broader historical texts often miss. The



narrative does not provide easy answers; instead, it forces a confrontation with the reality that history is rarely a

matter of "black and white" but rather various shades of gray.

The technical execution of the novel—from its frame story structure to its detailed depiction of nautical evasion—

makes it a significant contribution to the genre of historical fiction. It serves as a reminder that the laws of the land

are often in conflict with the survival instincts of the people, and that the cost of such conflict is frequently borne by

the youth. As a tool for historical and literary analysis, the work offers a robust framework for discussing the

intersection of law, morality, and economic necessity in American history. Through the eyes of Ruben Hart, readers

are granted a technical and emotional blueprint of an era that defined the American relationship with authority and

organized crime.
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