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  PROHIBITION, PART I: SO LONG, JOHN BARLEYCORN


  There was three men come out o’ the west their fortunes for to try, And these three men made a solemn vow, John Barleycorn must die, They ploughed, they sowed, they harrowed him in, throwed clods upon his head, And these three men made a solemn vow, John Barleycorn was dead.


  —English folk song


  Poor old John Barleycorn. The English folk character who represented distilled spirits and had come to stand for drinking in America was doomed to die at midnight of January 16, 1920. Boston made sure he had a proper send off. Hundreds of people thronged bars, hotels, and restaurants to drink a final toast to J.B. and to the act of toasting itself. Wakes were held in hotels. Mock coffins were filled with empties as men mourned and women wailed. Waiters wore black caps and crepe. “To the clink of flasks, the popping of champagne corks, and voices raised in song, John Barleycorn was given a long-to-be remembered farewell by his devotees,” said the Boston Post. Not to be outdone, the Boston Herald reported, “With weird ceremonies, and amid bacchanalian revels, laughter, song, and dance, the last hours of J. Barleycorn were celebrated last night and early this morning by thousands of people in the hotels and restaurants of the city, and a bigger business was reported in some than even at New Year’s.”


  While the advocates of the Eighteenth Amendment heartily—and soberly—celebrated, Boston’s newspapers treated the advent of Prohibition with a wink, as if this were all a good joke: Prohibition would surely become one of those odd Puritan laws that remained on the books but was not actually enforced. Seeking a sensational quote, the wags of the Boston Evening Record contacted Billy Sunday, the fiery evangelist and prominent dry preacher of Norfolk, Virginia, to get his reaction to what they called “John Barleycorn’s Black Friday, the Sober Sixteenth of January.” Sunday did not disappoint: “The Prohibition amendment will hold down the population of hell. The devil is preparing to bank his fires, put crepe on the door, and hand out the ‘For Rent’ sign.”


  The jocular tone of the Boston coverage, demonstrated in editorials and cartoons, was tempered only by a sense of resignation. Revelers were festive but orderly; there were only about twenty arrests on January 16, 1920, as Bostonians seemed to accept the inevitable. But, Prohibition, let’s recall, did not actually ban the private use of alcohol. The rich could keep their cellars of aging wine or bottles of port, which could be served to guests without fear of a knock at the door. Spirits for medicinal purposes—there still being a perception that alcohol was good for a body on some occasions—could still be sold. Only the poor and the unconnected were truly affected, as they could no longer (legally) belly up to the bar or stop in at the local saloon for a quick one.


  The Boston Post spelled out the complicated rules: You couldn’t drink except in a private residence; you couldn’t have liquor in your club or hotel unless you lived there and kept it locked up; you couldn’t carry a hip flask; and you couldn’t buy fruit juice after it started to ferment. If you were ill, you could get a doctor’s prescription for alcohol filled at the drug store, provided that the prescription was for no more than one pint every ten days. However, you could keep liquor in your home and serve it as freely as you liked to your family and guests. And, the male writer for the Post added, your wife could cook with it freely—should “you want to waste it that way.”


  But the jokes quickly grew stale, and some Bostonians saw trouble on the horizon about this new law. “Who’s going to do the arresting?” they asked reporters.


  The reporters shrugged. Who indeed?
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  Illegal booze seized in a raid. Courtesy of the Trustees of the Boston Public Library.


  The political path that led to the wake of John Barleycorn was a long one and cut a broad swath through New England. In fact, temperance activity in the United States was primarily concentrated in the Northeast until 1830, with New England accounting for a third of all affiliated groups. For many, the push against spirits began as an argument of rationality, not morality. While the Puritans and early American leaders frowned on drunkenness, moderate use of spirits was considered not only proper but beneficial. Drink was a gift from God, to be used moderately. Yet there was some inkling that starting the morning with a tankard of ale, in the habit of John Adams, might not be a healthy breakfast of champions. Founding Father and physician Benjamin Rush began to suspect that spirits were harmful to health, far more harmful than wine or beer. In 1784, he penned an influential pamphlet entitled “An Inquiry into the Effects of Ardent Spirits on the Human Mind and Body” that would shape temperance thought for decades. While Rush did not advocate abstinence, he argued that weaker liquor such as beer was healthier than distilled liquor. Historian W. J. Rorabaugh called Rush’s work a “masterpiece” in its measured use of scientific ideals, logic, and specific examples, saying it reflected Enlightenment views that rational, reasoned arguments, soberly presented, could change minds and improve behavior. By 1850, more than 170,000 copies had been circulated.


  Rush’s arguments profoundly impacted Jeremy Belknap, a prominent Boston minister and historian who later founded the Massachusetts Historical Society. Both Belknap and Rush attempted to strip away the old Puritan arguments about the immorality of inebriation and replace them with a reasoned appeal that no matter how good grog made you feel, it was bad for your physical well-being. Their approach was radical; in the early- to mid-1700s, many elites believed that working-class men simply would not perform their jobs without alcohol, either as a kind of quasi-payment (as seen in the allotment of rum and spirits given to sailors) or to ease the strain of back-breaking labor.


  Nonetheless, the sentiment that alcohol should be controlled by civic authorities in some fashion was soon part of the mindset of the Commonwealth’s lawmakers. Massachusetts tried various approaches, both carrot and stick. In the 1780s, the Massachusetts legislature exempted brewery equipment from property taxes to encourage less potent beer making instead of distilled spirits. In 1838, the legislature adopted the “fifteen-gallon law,” which mandated that a person could buy no less than fifteen gallons of spirits at one time—the belief being that citizens would neither have the money to buy such an amount of alcohol, nor the means to transport it. This ill-conceived law, which in effect only penalized the poor, was repealed in 1840 and was ridiculed for decades as one of the state’s do-gooder laws run amok.
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  Raid on a still in South Boston. Courtesy of the Trustees of the Boston Public Library.


  In 1813, the Massachusetts Society for the Suppression of Intemperance was formed with the idea of encouraging citizens to strengthen their will to resist temptation for strong drink. About fourteen years later, sixteen temperance leaders met in Boston to form the American Society for the Promotion of Temperance, later known as the American Temperance Society. In 1838, delegations from various societies met in Boston and formed the Massachusetts Temperance Union, whose members pledged to abstain entirely from the use of all intoxicating liquors. The area was soon awash with all kinds of temperance organizations, many serving as social clubs.


  “Secret” teetotaler societies similar to Masons were formed; the Temperance Watchmen had two clubs in Boston in the 1850s. Members of these clubs not only pledged to keep liquor from their lips but to actively discourage the manufacture, sale, and use of alcoholic beverages. Befitting its position as the nation’s literary soul, dozens of temperance newspapers and journals appeared in Boston. The Boston Spy, which claimed to be the only weekly newspaper in the state devoted to temperance, launched in 1840 with the motto, “Without Fear, Without Favor.”


  It’s vital to clear up a popular misconception: The temperance movement in New England did not start as a push to ban alcohol in its entirety. Rather, the movement evolved, as advocates moved from promoting moderation to total abstinence to stringent controls of liquor sales and manufacturing. The Reverend William Ellery Channing, considered the father of Unitarianism and celebrated for his anti-slavery and liberal religious views—and whose statue stands in a corner of the Public Garden—in 1837 nonetheless admonished the Massachusetts Temperance Society: “What ought not to be used as a beverage, ought not to be sold as such. What the good of the community requires us to expel, no man has a moral right to sell.” Upping the ante, the Total Abstinence Party was formed in 1841, although one of their meetings in Faneuil Hall in 1847 was broken up by “rum rowdies” who rushed the stage and struck organizer John B. Gould in the head with a chair. “This is in Boston! This is in Faneuil Hall!” he tried to shout over the din. When order was finally restored, Gould apparently made an eloquent speech.


  Boston banned the sale of liquor in 1847 when Mayor Josiah Quincy, Jr., broke a tie among the Boston Board of Aldermen on the issue of licensing retail liquor sellers. To the north, Maine passed a notorious law in 1851 that prohibited the sale of all alcohol except for “medicinal, mechanical, or manufacturing purposes.” The act gave rise to the term “bootlegger,” which referred to the smuggling of liquor to thirsty woodsmen in boots hidden by pants legs. In 1852, Massachusetts attempted to curtail alcohol sales along with other states; the Supreme Judicial Court threw out the Massachusetts law in 1854, citing constitutional concerns about search and seizures. Eventually in 1875, local communities were given the power to regulate alcohol.


  The political divisions of nineteenth-century Boston should not be viewed through the prism of today’s left-right, conservative-progressive divide. Opposition to alcohol consumption reflected the growing Yankee distrust of the new waves of immigrants—Irish, Italian, and Eastern European—that were transforming the city. Even leaders of the abolition movement were virulently against “foreign” newcomers, and they often singled out the Irish for their “lazy, drinking” ways. The emergence of the workingman’s saloon underscores this concern. Prominent progressive thinkers agitated against alcohol, including writer Louisa May Alcott, abolitionist firebrand William Lloyd Garrison, and the Reverend Edward Everett Hale, the author of the famed short story “The Man Without A Country.”
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  Officers smashing seized casks of illegal alcohol. Courtesy of the Trustees of the Boston Public Library.


  Temperance issues were mostly pushed aside during the 1850s as the nation was convulsed with the moral issue of slavery, culminating in the Civil War. But by the 1870s, the tone and thrust of temperance had moved from the rationality of persuasion to the outright insistence that a dry country was a better country. Prominent Bostonians like Henry Cushing argued that “the public good is the supreme law.” Liberty should be granted to unpopular religious sects and newspapers, he conceded, but if, for example, a sect “lessened production, increased taxation, corrupted the ballot, deprived one tenth of the people of proper food, fuel, shelter, and clothing...the public good would justify,” and “make it the duty of the law-making power to snuff out the sect or party if it could.” Thus, alcohol should be curtailed for the good of all.


  Not every temperance advocate took this position. Dr. Dioclesian Lewis, a prominent temperance leader, homeopath, physician, and exercise champion who had settled in Boston, declared himself personally opposed to drinking and condemned it as a poison “that should not be taken into the stomach in any form.” Yet he published a massive entreaty in 1875 aimed at fellow temperance advocates that called on them to eschew legislative solutions, insisting that consumption of alcohol had plummeted in Boston and that “dependence on law was an incubus that must be shaken off.” His book contained a spirited, but respectful exchange of letters with Cushing, in which Lewis argues that “nothing invades individual rights except in cases of great necessity” and drinking does not rise to the level of public danger as would a conflagration.


  Francis Parkman, a historian and a member of a prominent Boston Brahmin clan, also made a far-sighted prediction. In “An Open Letter to a Temperance Friend,” published posthumously in 1895 by the Massachusetts Association Opposed to the Further Extension of Suffrage to Women (Parkman opposed universal suffrage while favoring temperance), he insisted that reformers who brought about a ban on alcohol were not only doomed to fail but would also subject cities “to the corrupting face of a prohibition, which does not prohibit...prevent or even diminish drunkenness, but which is the fruitful parent of meanness, fraud, lying, and contempt of law.”


  But rational arguments against Prohibition were being brushed aside in a growing political movement that sought to demonize liquor manufacturers, breweries, and saloonkeepers as preying on the weak-willed and groups of immigrants. In 1870, the stakes grew higher again, with the launch of the Massachusetts Prohibition Party. Former abolitionist Wendell Phillips, an advocate of rights for women and Native Americans and whose statue is also in Boston’s Public Garden, was its candidate for governor. By 1884, the Massachusetts Chapter of the Prohibition Party could support a full slate of candidates for Congress, governor, and attorney general. Temperance also began to attract women in greater numbers. While women’s rights and temperance are often inextricably linked in the public mind, forward-thinking Boston women only began to participate in the temperance movement as late as the 1870s, with the organization of a chapter of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. When the Women’s Christian Temperance Union partnered with the Massachusetts Prohibitory and Equal Suffrage League, membership spiked.


  Indeed, the anti-alcohol battle would continue its march to both the ballot box and schoolyard. Boston women were at the forefront.


  Mary Hanchett Hunt, born on the Fourth of July in 1830 in Salisbury, Connecticut, married, taught school, and later moved to the Boston area. At age forty-eight, she was asked by Frances Willard of the influential Women’s Christian Temperance Union to head up the WCTU’s “Department of Scientific Temperance Instruction.” Hunt would visit school boards to ask that temperance issues be incorporated in regular school courses. Dissatisfied with slow results, Hunt pushed for the election of temperance candidates who would in turn require schools to teach temperance; the WCTU would monitor compliance.


  There was something about this Mary. Despite her age and modest background, she proved to be a brilliant lobbyist and by 1900, every state had passed laws mandating teaching about the evils of alcohol in public schools. Moreover, Hunt and members of the WCTU dictated the content of the instruction.


  Hunt’s political acumen was, however, matched by her willingness to attribute to alcohol every possible health hazard, very often to the point of utter absurdity. She promoted “facts” such as: alcohol, when it passes down the throat, burns off skin. The majority of beer drinkers die of dropsy. Many men and women are insane due to drinking problems of their parents, which they inherited. She even told the author of a children’s health book to insert the claim that a single drink of liquor seriously affected one’s vision. Her aim was clear: she wanted “trained haters of alcohol to pour a whole Niagara of ballots upon the saloon.” Impervious to ridicule and convinced of her righteousness, Hunt attracted supporters; and by the turn of the century, Hunt had shaken up the world of public education with her insistence on temperance instruction, however dubious.


  When Hunt died in Dorchester on April 24, 1906, it was discovered she had deposited royalties from her endorsements into the account of her organization, the Scientific Temperance Association. Both her heirs and the WCTU claimed the money, and the financial tangle cast a pall over her legacy. Putting things right fell to Hunt’s personal secretary, Cora Frances Stoddard.


  Stoddard tried to carry on Hunt’s work—but in a far more meaningful way. To settle the funds issue, she helped found the Scientific Temperance Federation in Boston on December 18, 1906, and ran it for the next thirty years. The Federation’s mission was to “collect and disseminate [in popular form] the result of biological, medical, social, statistical and other scientific investigations on the relations of alcoholic drink to the individual and public health.” Under Stoddard’s leadership, temperance advocates adopted new methods of popularizing scientific facts using charts with color diagrams, “lantern” shows (equivalent to today’s PowerPoint presentations), and a traveling exhibit of models, called “Education on Wheels.” Stoddard reached out to temperance movements in other counties, and in 1919, she became a member of the executive committee of the World League Against Alcoholism. Stoddard continued Hunt’s work on textbooks, mended bridges with the WCTU, and very soon was engaged in the work that was nearest to her heart: actual research. Not the medical mumbo-jumbo favored by her former employer, but research harking back to the work of Benjamin Rush that would stand up against the arguments of the drippiest Wet. Moral responsibility was important, Stoddard declared, but should be “backed by more thorough understanding of what liquor and the consumption of liquor actually involved.”


  Stoddard was given a chance to try to test the arguments of Boston temperance advocates in the country’s most celebrated “Noble Experiment.” Political tides were turning against the Wets. The powerful Anti-Saloon League, with the commanding Wayne Wheeler as its voice, was organized in Ohio in 1893, and Massachusetts soon had its own chapter. In December 1913, the WCTU and the Anti-Saloon League led a march on Washington, D.C., to push for a constitutional amendment banning alcohol. By 1916, nineteen states had banned the sale and manufacturing of alcohol; many speculate that children indoctrinated with temperance principles by Mary Hunt’s education effort were now old enough to vote and had, indeed, turned a stream of support into that Niagara.
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  Portrait of Cora Stoddard, from the author’s collection.


  Yet, the Boston approach to abstinence, which favored rational argument over belligerent morality, was being pushed aside. Led by the Anti-Saloon League, the movement now focused on quelling the immorality of the lower classes; the impoverished needed saving from themselves. The moral suasion of Channing and Cushing was replaced by the fire-and-brimstone rhetoric of Dry preacher Billy Sunday, who was quoted saying that he had no interest in a God who did not smite.


  Jacob Wirth, a model of respectability, pushed hard against Prohibition. In 1911, he helped found a small newspaper with the sole aim of crusading against a local push for banning liquor sales. And in 1914 and 1915, his name appeared proudly as distributor for Budweiser in a newspaper ad campaign run by Anheuser-Busch that sought to link beer drinking to American values of freedom. Large ads featuring images of the Statue of Liberty or the Founding Fathers declared that citizens had the right to drink. John Hancock himself would “have frowned upon any legislation which would restrict the natural rights of man and would have voted NO to prohibition enactments.”


  After World War I underscored the argument that the country needed grain for food, not spirits (and wasn’t it suspicious how the German-Americans loved beer?), Congress passed the Eighteenth Amendment in 1918 and submitted it to the states for approval.


  Up to the last minute, Wets pleaded their case. On January 14, 1919, an ad in the Boston Globe used the ultimate scare tactic: “Will Bolshevism Come with National Prohibition?” asked the Association Opposed to National Prohibition. National Prohibition “was the most drastic assault upon personal freedom ever contemplated under a republican form of government—[and] will be the best excuse that can be offered to stir up strike among the people. If you will give it one moment’s serious thought, you will realize this is so.”


  Perhaps many did give the issue serious thought. But not even the fear of the Red Menace could stop the Dry Tide. On January 16, 1919, the thirty-sixth state ratified the Eighteenth Amendment; dry advocates in Boston rang out church bells in celebration. The Volstead Act, which provided terms for Prohibition enforcement, was passed on October 28, 1919. On January 16, 1920, Boston, like the rest of the nation, went officially dry. John Barleycorn was dead. Sort of.


  
    


    GIN RICKEY


    Cube of ice


    Juice of ½ or whole lime


    2 ounces dry gin


    Combine ingredients. Fill with soda water and serve with a small bar spoon. Serve in a highball glass. Garnish with a slice of lime.
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  Inside the speakeasy at 153 Causeway Street. Courtesy of the Trustees of the Boston Public Library.


  PROHIBITION, PART II: INSIDE THE SPEAKEASY


  
    The year was 1932. Fresh from a stint at the Charles Street jail, Butsy O’Reilly and his pals Matty and Knobby were off to wet their whistle. At Dinty’s, a place they knew in South Boston, they pressed the hidden buzzer and after being recognized, were admitted to the inner sanctum of the speakeasy.


    “Well, well,” exclaimed Dinty cheerily. “If it ain’t Butsy O’Reilly! Believe me Butsy, it’s a pleasure to see you around again.”


    “Thank you, Dinty, and I assure you, it’s a treat to see you again.”


    “I’m glad of that,” said Dinty. “And now if you guys will step up to the bar, I’ll give you the best drink in the joint. I have some real good scotch that I was saving for just such an occasion. It’s the real McCoy, too. A friend of mine who had it since before Prohibition gave it to me. I damn near lost it about an hour ago when the raiding squad paid me a visit. But luckily, they missed it.”


    “Did they find anything?” asked Butsy.


    “No, it was the in-town squad, and I had been tipped off they were coming. But it never dawned on me to get rid of the bottle of scotch. For a minute or two while they were fooling around near the wall panel where it was hid, I felt ill. Not only would I have lost a good bottle of booze, but I would have got pinched along with it.”


    “As long as they didn’t, we had better drink it now,” said Butsy, “and there’ll be no chance of losing it later.”


    “O.K.,” said Dinty, setting the bottle on the bar. “Don’t let your pee get hot. Would you like a chaser with it?”


    “A chaser?” said Butsy, disdainfully. “And spoil the taste of the scotch?”


    The boys settled in with their drinks with a warm glow of fellowship and no little satisfaction that Prohibition law had been thwarted once again.


    —Edited excerpt from an unpublished novel by Thomas “Sandy” Richardson, who was convicted for the 1950 Brink’s robbery in Boston, based on his life growing up in South Boston

  


  Twenty-seven-year old Benjamin Krasoff has a dubious Boston distinction. According to the Boston Globe, he was the first person in Boston to be arrested under the new Prohibition law. On January 17, 1920, police nabbed him in a store in Dorchester and seized a number of bottles of “jakey,” possibly a reference to Jamaica Ginger. We know nothing about Krasoff’s fate, but he was just one lawbreaker of a multitude to follow. Meanwhile, hotel and restaurants struggled to adjust to serving dry meals. Bar owners were in despair; nothing with more than one half of one percent alcohol could be served. Only a few stragglers bellied up for cider or ginger flip. Desperate owners tried everything: hot dogs, sandwiches, pig’s feet, anything to keep customers, but most intended to shut down as soon as their leases expired.


  Others, however, looked for ways to slack the thirst of customers below the radar of Prohibition agents.


  The origin of the word “speakeasy” (like the word “cocktail”) has various legends, but most seem to agree that it predates Prohibition by about three decades. Whatever the origin, it wasn’t long before places to buy an illegal drink were emerging in Boston. Boston’s speakeasies were not exactly the stuff of Hollywood, and today’s hip, so-called speakeasies bear about as much resemblance to real speakeasies as the real Bonnie and Clyde do to stars Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty. In October 1927, the Boston Globe published an insider’s description purportedly written by Aubrey Winsmith, an English visitor who had offered his write-up to the Globe. Whether Winsmith existed or was the nom de plume for a reporter who didn’t want to write openly about breaking the law is unknown. Still, Winsmith made acute observations; he visited four widely different drinking places and gamely recorded his observations.


  Guided by a streetwise Boston friend, Winsmith was taken to the back of what appeared to be a magazine store. A door opened into a room with a twenty-foot bar, crowded with men. Gin was twenty-five cents apiece. “The liquor was painful to drink but economical,” claimed Winsmith.


  Another speakeasy was set in the parlor of a private dwelling; a maid served
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