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Saloons, pubs, and taverns have been instrumental in shaping the West. A hub of social activity, saloons served as command central for information on issues ranging from elections to cattle drives.


Introduction



Giving up drinking is the easiest thing in the world. I know because I’ve done it thousands of times.

—Mark Twain

LIKE NOMADIC WOODEN GYPSIES, handmade mahogany, cherry, and oak bars traverse the world, surviving the ravages of both nature and man. It is truly the bars that are telling these stories as they make their way from saloon to saloon.

The quintessential western saloon sports a dimly lighted interior, the bar running lengthwise along the side as one enters. The bartender’s handlebar mustache is as friendly as his handshake. The back bar, dark, heavily hand carved, often a Brunswick or perhaps a Sears, holds a wide variety of glasses and liquor. The front bar, a slab of wood complete with mustache rags and a brass foot rail, awaits elbows. The floor, dirt or rough wooden planks, hides under sawdust strewn around to absorb spills and to hold down the dust.

The story of Old West saloons and bars begins with the expansion of the West. All it took was one thirsty pioneer, and the rest … is history.

Before the United States headed west, as the Spanish explored and settled the region in the six-teenth century, the first watering holes were Mexican cantinas. However, the “holes” were few and far between. The first one called a saloon was Brown’s Hole, in southern Wyoming, in 1822. Its clientele were fur trappers—the mountain men.
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Bars such as this one, in Tombstone’s Bird Cage Saloon, anchor a room and serve as a focal point for socializing.

Saloons, pubs, and taverns have played a major role in shaping the United States. But there is more—a lot more—to saloons and drinking establishments than the proprietors, patrons, “working girls,” and brew. And that is the bar itself. This wooden beauty anchors a room with its splendor, with the shining back bar towering over the bartender and the stable hardwood counter of the front bar. A fascinating variety of clientele have rested their elbows on these wonders while discussing anything and everything. More than a few policies and agreements have been decided here.

Saloons were not usually the largest buildings in western towns, but they were the most commonly used. Besides the obvious imbibing, they were the sites of judicial and social meetings. Judge Roy Bean held court in his own saloon in Langtry, Texas. The first church service at Hayes, Kansas, was held in a saloon. And Judge Amos Green conducted weddings as well as trials in his Socorro, New Mexico, establishment.
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A back bar consists of the arched woodwork surrounding one or more mirrors. More decorative than the front bar, it also holds bottles, the cash register, and glassware.

A saloon was, and still is, made up of three essential components: the back bar, the front bar, and the bartender.

Against the wall is the back bar—the cabinets, counter, and arched woodwork surrounding one or more mirrors—and it is what visitors notice first when entering. The back bar comes in three parts but when assembled appears seamless, a single piece of furniture. This is where the owner/proprietor displays the cornucopia of liquor, the bottle styles a large part of advertising a brand. The back bar also houses the magnificent large mirrors, those unfortunates that get broken when glassware, chairs, or people are thrown into them. The mirrors often post signs, some stern such as “Don’t Ask for Credit,” some not so much: “If You Spit on the Floor at Home, Spit on the Floor Here. We Want You to Feel at Home.”

The central section of the back bar is a high altar of shining glassware. During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, bartenders would array assorted lemons, bottles of muscatel, and bottles of port along the back bar counter. No one called for these articles, but they were mentioned in the retail licenses—“wines and liquors”—and, as the millionaire columnist George Ade wrote, “they gave an air of aristocracy to a business venture terribly short on social standing.”

The preferred spirits were rye in the eastern parts of the United States and bourbon in the South and West. Cocktails were requested sparingly. Veteran imbibers stuck to straight bourbon and rye, both of which were believed effective in warding off effeminacy. In the sawdust saloons, those who had the courage to call for a Gin Daisy were simply asked to leave.

The whiskey served was wicked: water, with a touch of pure alcohol, molasses, tobacco juice, chilies, red pepper, and occasionally strychnine (its use was banned in Ohio in 1857) created Kansas Sheep Dip, Gut Warmer, Bug Juice, Taos Lightning, Tonsil Varnish, Redeye, Brave Maker, Tangleleg—the list goes on. Cactus Wine, made from a mixture of tequila and peyote tea, was also popular, as was Mule Skinner, made with whiskey and blackberry liquor. The house rotgut was often 100 proof, though it was sometimes cut by the barkeep with turpentine, ammonia, gun powder, or cayenne. Beer in Bisbee, Arizona, in 1867 ran ten to twelve cents a glass.

Beer in those days was never ice cold, usually served at 55 to 65 degrees. And it wasn’t as sudsy as it is today. Patrons had to drink quickly, before it went flat or got too warm. However, some saloons stored huge chunks of ice (for example, Laguna Vista Saloon, with access to the nearby lake in Eagle Nest) in sawdust cellars, or used a high-falutin ice box (the Palace in Prescott, Arizona). But this all changed in the 1880s when Adolphus Busch introduced artificial refrigeration and pasteurization to the U.S. beer brewing process.

The front bar, the slab of mahogany, oak, or cherry, was where the men queued up, resting their elbows, shooting the breeze—or the bull. These were all “standing bars,” meaning patrons stood at the bar to be served. This worked well, as this arrangement could fit in a large number of paying patrons. Many bars had spittoons or a trough on the floor, and most had mustache rags dangling underneath. These were communal rags for wiping froth from the patrons’ mustaches. Health departments put a stop to them around the 1950s, and spittoons were taken out during the great flu epidemic of 1918.
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Beer, costing about ten cents a glass, was served at room temperature. Bourbon was the preferred drink in the West.

The bartender was essential to saloon life. A philosopher, an encyclopedia of sporting information, and a sympathetic humanitarian, he was always ready to head-wag appreciatively at the injustices of life or smile at rotten jokes. At least as long as the customer was still flush. Prototypical barmen slicked down their hair, displayed an expanse of gold watch chain, and wore a lodge emblem on a jacket of white, or oncewhite, duck.

A matter of professional pride among the barmen in fancy saloons was the ability to concoct some 150 different cocktails, rickeys, fizzes, cobblers, punches, and diverse “cups.” But the staples remained beer and whiskey. Mostly the job consisted of pulling the tap or handling the bottle. If a rube came in, the bartender might switch out what was called the “cops’ bottle”—the cheapest in the house.
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Bartenders of the Old West slicked down their hair, wore garters on their sleeves, and concocted a wide variety cocktails.

In many saloons, tokens were used in place of coin change. When a man paid for his beer, whiskey, game of pool, or cigar and needed change, the proprietor gave him a token issued from his business. This would force the customer to come back to spend the token right there. Each saloon accepted only its own tokens, so if the customer came back, he would spend not only the token but, more than likely, buy other items as well. A game of pool cost two and a half cents, beer and cigars five cents. Some saloon tokens were good for a “smile”—a small whiskey. If the saloon owner was also the landlord of a brothel, the price was often negotiated.

Saloons also served practical needs: communication, social expression, a sense of belonging. They were warm and personal and “clubby.”

Always inventive in time of need, men could lift a glass without benefit of a wooden building. For example, when a wagon train met a rail train, a bar was improvised out of doors. A wooden plank across two flour barrels served the mens’ needs well. When a town was started, the first “buildings” to be erected were tent saloons. Saloons also floated aboard boats on the western rivers. Saloons were perhaps the first prefabricated construction: sections of buildings were moved out to railroad workers’ railheads on flatcars and then set up quickly. In Forsyth, Montana, a temporary end of the line on the Northern Pacific Railroad, twelve saloons arrived in sections, each with the conventional bar, beer cooler, table, and piano. The bartender in one joint in Forsyth set out the drinks before the roof was on, with a professor spanking the ivories, and in a matter of hours a man had already been shot in an argument over a dancehall girl.

Ah … the Old West. Good times …

Then the good times came to a halt. January 16, 1920, would stand out as a black day in bar history. Nationwide Prohibition began by federal constitutional amendment;however, some states, such as Arizona, had prohibited liquor sales years earlier. By January 17 the “alky” cookers were in business. While unregulated bootleg liquor remained abundant, the environment and flavor of the old-time saloon, the niceties of communal drinking, went underground.

It was not until 1933, when Prohibition was repealed, that saloons began to make a comeback. By then it was too late for many of the statuesque Brunswick and Sears bars;they had been hacked to pieces by Temperance fanatics or disappeared.

Surviving bars were turned into soda fountains, hidden in storage, or shipped to Mexico for safekeeping. Many never returned home. The ones that did preserve a fascinating history.
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