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WELCOME TO DRY LAND




WETS VS. DRYS

1881–1890


“In Kansas, everything runs to extremes.”1




On New Year’s Day 1881, Missouri’s neighbor Kansas—a paradise of temperance—happily outlawed the sale and distribution of liquor statewide. Although it took a series of subsequent laws and law enforcements for Kansas to reach a bone-dry status (closing the loophole for druggists to sell booze for medicinal purposes, for example), the state embraced sobriety nearly forty years before the Volstead Act passed on October 28, 1919, enabling the Eighteenth Amendment, forcing Missouri to succumb to Prohibition.

In the interim leading up to a dry nation, Missouri was a constant pest to Kansas. The close proximity to the Kansas state border of the Missouri bottomlands, stockyards, packinghouses, workers, and saloons brought the battle between wets versus dries dangerously close to home for Kansans.

Since the days of the Civil War, a source of contention developed around the Kansas–Missouri border. “Ad aspera per astra” adorns the Kansas flag as a reminder of Kansas’s hardships during the Civil War. The Latin saying means “to the stars through difficulty,” and difficult it was for a state that saw more casualties than any other during the Civil War, many brought on by its neighbor.

In 1820, the Missouri Compromise outlawed slavery north of the former Louisiana Territory with the exception of Missouri, which became a slave state. The Kansas-Nebraska Act overturned the Missouri Compromise in 1854, allowing popular sovereignty within the Kansas and Nebraska territories to determine whether the area would be a slave or a free state. After the act passed, Free-Staters flooded Kansas to sway the vote. Missourians didn’t like this, and so began the border war. From Missouri’s bushwhackers and border ruffians with their guerilla warfare tactics and Quantrill’s Raid on Lawrence, Kansas, to the retaliation of Kansan Jayhawkers on Missouri with the scorched-earth military tactic of General Order No. 11, burning most of the land surrounding Kansas City, these two states have never agreed on much.
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An illustration showing the plentiful saloons along the north and south side of Ninth Street, including advertisements for Rochester Beer, Heims Beer and Pabst Beer.

The Inter Ocean (Chicago, Illinois), September 28, 1907.



In wartime, soldiers took to whisky not only as a means of solace from the depravity of war but also as an easily derived anesthetic. This war not only ravaged the soldiers but also our lands and harmed civilians and their businesses, including many distillers and distilleries in Missouri. Legitimate distilleries went out of business, and black market prices increased from twenty-five cents a gallon in 1860 to $35 a gallon in 1863. No surprise that thirsty Kansas City, on the rise after the war, gained one of many accurate nicknames: “Modern Sodom.” To keep up with the demand for alcohol, distillers migrated in from all over the map to settle in the middle of the country and churn out some libations. True to its roots, Kansas enjoyed its stay on the wagon during a time when its neighbor gained notoriety as one of the wettest cities in the nation.




WETTEST BLOCK IN THE WORLD

1871–1919

Once Kansas went dry, the abundant saloons that lined the block east of the state line on West Ninth Street in Missouri gained a more sizable patronage and became popular among workers in the packinghouses and stockyards. Opponents of alcohol called the area a disgrace, a curse, and an excruciating and demoralizing place fueled by corruption and vice. A place full of dirt, grime, crime, degradation, filth, and foulness. A place where grown men basked drunk in the sun and women guzzled buckets of beers while their babies starved. Antisaloon propagandists and prohibitionists from Kansas lamented that here, indeed, was where Missouri tempted, corrupted, and plied Kansans with liquor.

Others celebrated and embraced the area as the Wettest Block in the World, an area that spanned the numbers 1700–1724 on Ninth Street between Bell and State Line. And to at least 5,000 packinghouse and stockyard workmen who would come to this block when the five o’clock whistle blew, it was a place to seek solace and an after-work reprieve.

The Wettest Block was a welcoming place for immigrants, as the neighborhood had always been since its inception as the French Bottoms. In the early 1800s, French Indians originally settled the area with their Blackfoot wives as a place of commerce in order to trade furs with the Osage, Kansa, and Missouria tribes.

When Octave Chanute built the Union Stockyards (later named Kansas City Stockyards) in 1871, Irish, German, and Mexican laborers immigrated to fill the demand for workers. At the height of the booze industry on the Wettest Block, almost every bar employed a barkeep from a different country.

In the early 1880s, nearly four hundred Chinese laborers who’d been living in West Coast cities moved to Kansas City to help build the rails. Between 1820 and 1882, the United States saw an influx of Chinese workers who occupied low-paying labor jobs. Local workers decried that their jobs were being taken, and this outcry led to the discriminatory Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, barring Chinese workers from entering the states.

Early 1900s’ West Bottoms saw an influx of Czechs (nearly 2,000), Bohemians (nearly 4,000), Russians (100), Croatians (2,000), Polish (100), Slovenians, and other Eastern European immigrants fleeing tension, tumult, and political oppression in their homelands. They landed jobs in the stockyards, meat packinghouses, iron-working factories, and steel plants and lived in the West Bottoms or nearby Armourdale. The packinghouse workers suffered the most and worked fourteen to sixteen hours a day for a nickel an hour.

Octave Chanute built the Hannibal Bridge over the Missouri River in 1869, enabling the rails to transport goods into Kansas City. Among the first products shipped into Kansas City were millions of skeletons from the horrific slaughter of the Great Western Buffalo, sent to the city to be made into fertilizer and buttons.

Patrons and saloon owners on the Wettest Block also referred to their neighborhood in jest as Trickett’s Block after C. W. Trickett, the assistant district attorney of neighboring Wyandotte County in Kansas, who vehemently opposed liquor sales and who fought to keep Kansas dry. Trickett’s loyalty to pushing the Prohibition agenda in Kansas ran out saloonkeepers in his state. The joke was on him, as many of them made the easy leap over the border and settled nicely onto his namesake block in Missouri. One man capitalized on Trickett’s name in order to bring in more business to his saloon. Sam’s Place at 1719 West Ninth Street flew a banner outside enticing thirsty Kansans to come inside because “Kansas Sufferers Needn’t Suffer Any Longer. Trickett Cannot Stop Interstate Commerce.”

Trickett fought back by developing the concept of a dry belt that disallowed saloons to operate within a thousand feet of the Kansas state line. Many Kansans thought the plan of a dry belt was an excellent idea but that it didn’t go far enough to solve the problem of boozy Missouri’s close proximity to their border.

Though vile to some, there was a sense of camaraderie among the saloon-keepers and blue-collar workers, who relied on the saloons to advance upward of $100,000 to them for their paychecks on most Saturdays. The members of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union acknowledged the pull to saloons on Saturdays and advocated changing paydays from Saturday to Monday, when workers should receive pay in cash, in an attempt to obliterate the need to visit saloons on the weekends.

The Wettest Block and its patrons adhered to the “I’ll scratch your back if you’ll scratch mine” mentality, introduced by saloon owner turned ward boss Jim Pendergast. The famous Pendergast family packed their belongings and moved from Gallipolis, Ohio, to St. Joseph, Missouri, in 1859, when Jim was only three years old. He was the second oldest of nine siblings. Not long after he moved to Kansas City in 1876, he began developing strong ties to the working-class men he spent his days toiling among in the D. M. Jarboe Foundry, A. J. Kelley Foundry, and finally as an ironworker at the Keystone Iron Works. Jim’s gradual rise to power gained momentum only a short eight years after his arrival in the grimy bottomlands, when he was elected delegate to represent the sixth ward.
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A KANSAN PERSPECTIVE ON THE VERY EXISTENCE OF THE WETTEST BLOCK:

“A place reeking with the fumes of beer and alcohol; resort of the low and vicious; a blot on the escutcheon of a great city, deeply mortifying to her best citizens, not alone because of its existence at all, but that it is a standing discourtesy, even menace, to the peace and dignity of her sister city in Kansas.”

— Gazette Globe (Kansas City, Kansas), Monday, August 2, 19092



Jim’s advocacy for and protection of the blue-collar workers in his neighborhood solidified a strong political base of freight handlers, switchmen, factory workers, packinghouse men, grocers, bakers, butchers, and drovers—a base that only continued to grow. Pendergast became known as Alderman Jim, eventually representing the entire first ward (all of West Bottoms) from April 1892 to April 1910. He was a sympathetic man beloved by his people for his efforts to improve the lives of the underserved. He fought against a proposal from city government that would cut firemen’s salaries by 15 percent. He fought on behalf of the people of the West Bottoms again when he opposed an ordinance that would’ve moved the only fire station to serve his ward. He advocated allocating city funds to build the West Terrace Park on the unsightly bluffs overlooking the bottomlands. He offered up bail when ten workers were caught playing bunco and were arrested. Above all this, he kept the people fed at dinnertime and with coins rattling in their pockets, a guarantee that they’d return the favor at the polls.
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Factory workers with sausages and other meats, The Fowler Packing Company, 1921. Missouri Valley Special Collections, Kansas City Public Library.



Jim’s little brother, Thomas “Tom” Pendergast, an ox of a man built for strong-arming, landed in the dusty world of the West Bottoms and quickly became appointed as the superintendent of the street, a coveted position of power. The arrival of Tom, T. J. to his friends, Pendergast marks a pivotal moment in the development of Kansas City. Like a sleeping monster, T. J. Pendergast awoke with a fervor that enabled his total control over Jackson County. Eventually, the entirety of the state of Missouri operated in his shadow. He perfected his brother’s political system, bossism or machine politics, after Jim’s death in 1911.

Life wasn’t easy working and living in the West Bottoms. The unpaved streets consisted of little more than potholes filled with dust or mud. Overcrowded shanties and tenements filled in with residents on the outskirts of the mostly industrial neighborhood. Alleyways in between the buildings were so narrow that pedestrians had to walk single-file when passing through them. A series of fires and floods perpetually plagued the neighborhood. In 1903, heavy rains filled the Kansas River and spilled catastrophically into the bottomlands spanning state lines from Missouri to Kansas. The water devastated the nearby Union Depot on Union Avenue, around the corner from the infamous wet block. The flood nearly swept away the chandeliers from the ceiling. Twenty people died, many found themselves homeless, and most businesses in the area sustained severe damage.

Just five years later, another flood drenched the bottomland, again threatening the wealth and well-being of the businesses, residents, and travelers in and out of the West Bottoms. In both instances, the displaced residents and survivors of the floods found solace in Big Jim Pendergast, who provided great financial relief that helped families secure new dwellings and furnishings.

Mother Nature didn’t seem to faze the twenty-four out of the twenty-six store-fronts on West Ninth Street that still housed prosperous saloons. Though most of the buildings were long, narrow scrubby shacks, it still proved nearly impossible to secure vacant real estate in this district. “For the man who is fortunate enough to secure a permit to dispense liquids in this
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