DEMON RUM
by Robert Maddox

Prohibition was the most ambitious reform ever attempted in American history. It was passed during an optimistic time, when the United States was fighting a war to end all wars and everything seemed possible. Those who supported it predicted radical changes in society. Alcoholism would be forever banished, healthier men and women would spend their days with clear eyes and steady hands, and untold sums of money would be avail able to enrich lives instead of being squandered on drink. What actually happened in our country made a mockery of such prophecies.


The Volstead Act, passed over President Woodrow Wilson's veto on October 28, 1919, provided for enforcement of the 18th Amendment. "No person," it stated, "shall . . . manufacture, sell, barter, transport, import, export, deliver, furnish, or possess any intoxicating liquor except as authorized in this act, and all the provisions of this act shall be liberally construed to the end that the use of intoxicating liquor as a beverage may be prevented." The penalties for violation were severe, ranging from a $500 fine to one of $2,000 and five years in prison for repeated offenses. Clearly this was no mere sop to the "drys"; it represented a serious effort to eliminate drinking across the nation.


Enforcement of prohibition would have been a formidable task had even a tiny minority of the public been willing to violate the law. "The coast lines and land borders of the United States," as Frederick Lewis Allen put it, "offered an 18,700-mile invitation to smugglers." Alcohol could be sold by doctor's prescription, and polic​ing this traffic alone would have been difficult. Near beer (less than half of 1 percent alcohol) was permitted under the Volstead Act, but to produce it one had to brew real beer and then reduce the alcohol content. More than a few brewers sinned against this part of the Act, and enforcement would have required round-the-clock sur​veillance. Alcohol was necessary for industrial uses. This was supposed to be rendered unfit for drinking by the addition of various poisons, but who could keep track? Finally, alcoholic beverages can be brewed, fermented, and distilled in small quantities almost anywhere—includ​ing one's home. To the great dismay of drys, it soon became clear that millions of Americans were willing to tap any and all of these sources.


Some writers have poked fun at the size of the appro​priations voted for enforcement. As of 1920 there were only 1,520 prohibition agents on the payroll and as late as 1930 there were fewer than 3,000. This prompted one wag to point out that just to prevent smuggling every agent would have had to patrol twelve miles of border day and night. The fact is that twenty times the number of agents would have made scant difference. Congressman Fiorello LaGuardia said that to monitor New York City alone "will require a police force of 250,000 men and a force of 250,000 men to police the police." Even under those circumstances, one suspects, determined individ​uals would have been able to slake their thirsts one way or another.


Consider the options available to the home manufac​turer alone. If his taste ran to beer, he could find all the equipment necessary for home brewing in any one of the countless shops which sprang up after prohibition went into effect. Neighborhood groceries and the large chains were happy to sell him all the malt and hops he could use —under the guise of being used for food, of course. The results may not always have been perfect; corks popped, bottles exploded, and even the best home brews rarely tasted as good as the commercial product, but it was beer. Americans found it palatable enough to brew about 700,000,000 gallons in 1929, according to the Prohibition Bureau's estimates. Whether the family that brewed together stayed together is not certain, but enough of them did so to give rise to the popular verse:


                Mother's in the kitchen washing out the jugs; 


                  Sister's in the pantry bottling the suds; 

                  Father's in the cellar mixing up the hops; 

                Johnny's on the front porch watching out for the cops.


Wine could be made just as easily and was, in huge quantities. Quite aside from grapes, the sales of which zoomed, people fermented all kinds of fruits, and dandelions as well. For the less ambitious, bricks of grape concentrate became a very popular item. John Kobler tells the story of a salesgirl demonstrating such products— referred to as "blocks of port," "blocks of sherry," and other appropriate names—in a store on Fifth Avenue in New York City. Just dissolve the brick in a gallon of water, she told the crowd which gathered before her, and the grape mixture could be drunk immediately. She then went on to warn her listeners:



      Do not place the liquid in this jug and put it away in the cupboard for 


twenty-one days, because then it would turn into wine.


Do not stop the bottle with this cork containing this patented red 


rubber siphon hose, because that is necessary only when fermentation 


is going on.


Do not put the end of the tube into a glass of water, because that helps 


to make the fermenting liquor tasty and potable.


Do not shake the bottle once a day, because that makes the liquor work.

People who chose to ignore her precautions did so at their own risk, of course, which may account for the fact that she had sold hundreds of bricks by the day's end.


Distilling alcohol was easiest of all; it could be (and was) done with nothing more than a tea kettle and towel. But American know-how made unnecessary such primitive equipment. Shortly after prohibition began convenient little one-gallon stills were offered for sale at small cost. The fruits, grain, beets, or potatoes needed were easily come by. Having distilled the required amount of alcohol, one could produce at least a facsimile of any kind of booze he wanted. Because its flavor (usually atrocious) could be most readily hidden in mixed drinks, gin became a favorite. "Bathtub gin" actually was often made in bathtubs by adding water, glycerine, and juniper oil to the alcohol. Most juniper oil was imported, and foreign merchants happily met the skyrocketing demand.


There was no reason to go without a drink even if one chose not to go into home production. Smugglers did their best to keep the liquor pouring in and gallons of it did. Most of it came across the borders of Mexico and Canada (neither government had much interest in cooperating with the United States on this), and some of it came by sea. Small-time operators concealed it in their cars or on their persons—inner tubes worn around the waist was a favorite method. The bigger importers used trucks, ships, and even airplanes. Some of it was very good indeed, purchased from legitimate distilleries and wineries. But many customers, having paid high prices for what they thought was the best "straight off the boat," found to their dismay that they possessed some kind of rotgut bottled with fancy labels. It was not the kind of deception one reported to the police.


Other than home manufacture, the largest source of alcohol was the domestic bootlegger. These, too, ranged from one-man operations to highly organized mob ventures. A commercial still which could produce up to 100 gallons a day cost only about $500. Some of these were in the hands of independents, others were "farmed out" by the mobs. Many illegal distilleries (and breweries) were much, much larger, and could produce truly impressive amounts. The fact that production of corn sugar in 1929 was six times that of 1919 testifies to the hard work and ingenuity of bootleggers. Other than for use in making corn whiskey, as one report put it, the uses of corn sugar "are few and not easy to ascertain."


Much of the alcohol sold was consumed in the home, at private parties, or in hotel rooms. There were few hotels of any size which lacked members of their staffs who were eager to accommodate the thirsty traveler, or which refused to supply setups for guests who brought their own.


In addition, however, prohibition marked the growth of the phenomenon known as the "speakeasy." These ranged from extremely expensive places such as the Stork Club, Club 21, and "Texas" Guinan's El Fey, in New York City, to the crudest "shock houses" on the Bowery. These last were aptly named because the drinks served often did shock the imbiber, sometimes to death, as it was not uncommon for proprietors to mix in a little wood alcohol when normal stocks ran low. Some speakeasies did, as legend has it, require their customers to knock a certain number of times and give a reference such as "Joe sent me." Most admitted anyone who had the price of a drink, and prohibition agents who got theirs free. One contemporary estimated that there were three times as many speakeasies as there had been legitimate bars in pre-prohibition times; another thought the number closer to five times as many. No one suggested that there were fewer.


In the popular mind the prohibition era calls up images of college kids in raccoon coats drinking out of hip flasks, flappers doing the Charleston, and Stutz Bearcats whisking partygoers to the next revel. All this happened certainly, but there was a much darker side as well. No one will ever know how many people were killed outright, blinded, or otherwise physically damaged by poisoned alcohol.


Take, for instance, the malady commonly known as "jake foot." People afflicted with this often lost total con​trol of their feet, and the damage was permanent, leaving them on crutches for the rest of their lives. It received its name after having been traced to the consumption of Jamaica ginger extract, a common household remedy for stomachache when diluted with water and sugar. As sold in drugstores, however, it had a fairly high alcohol con​tent and was consumed by those unable to purchase more expensive stuff. Government chemists found that batches of it sold in a number of states contained alcohol dena​tured (poisoned) with tricresyl phosphate, a substance later used as the basis for nerve gas. Within three months of the time "jake foot" first began appearing, public health officials diagnosed about 15,000 cases.


Direct physical damage was only one of the harmful effects prohibition wrought on society. The lucrative trade in illegal booze greatly stimulated the emergence of organized crime. The development of bootlegging very much resembled that of other industries. At first most of it was in the hands of individual entrepreneurs who operated on a catch-as-catch-can basis. Then, seeing how much money could be made, racketeers began taking over in most cities and created "order" out of chaos. They either forced the independents out or took a percentage of their profits. Individuals could, and did, defy the mobs but they ran the risk of beatings or worse. And, just as in some other industries, the mobsters often created what are called vertical monopolies. That is to say, they con​trolled the production and distribution of alcohol, and ran the speakeasies in which it was sold. Nor was that all. Using the enormous sums earned from bootlegging, they branched out into all sorts of enterprises, some legal, some not.


Periodically, of course, the order racketeers imposed broke down. Rival mobs might try to take over entirely, or disputes might arise as to the territory each should con​trol. This often led to bloodshed and at times mini-wars raged in urban areas. The most notorious of these took place in Chicago between mobs led by Dion O'Banion and Al Capone. Fairly early in the war O'Banion himself was killed in his own florist shop—he was a connoisseur of orchids—but the war went on without him. It culminated in 1929 in what became known as the Valentine's Day Massacre. Seven members of the O'Banion gang were waiting in a garage for a shipment of booze when a car pulled up and five men got out, three dressed as policemen. The three in uniform entered the garage, disarmed those inside, and had them stand up against a wall. The O'Banions put up no resistance because they thought at most they would be brought to the nearest station house and sprung shortly after. Instead the two men in civilian clothes now entered the garage and mowed them down with submachine guns as they stood with their hands in the air. The getaway was ingenious. The men dressed as policemen drew their guns and marched the other two out of the garage and into the car as though they were under arrest. No other single incident garnered as much publicity, even though there were an estimated 500 gangland murders in Chicago alone during prohibition.


The growth of organizations also led to widespread corruption. A distillery or brewery of large size is difficult to conceal—if for no other reason than the odor. Beer trucks and speakeasies can not be disguised very readily either. Rather than run the risk of having their investments raided or confiscated, the mobsters spent a great deal of money bribing public officials and police. Indeed, it was not unknown in some cities to have the larger shipments of booze provided with police escorts to protect against highjacking. Nor were federal agents immune. In New York, for instance, 100 agents were fired on a single day after widespread malfeasance was uncovered. Although agents were paid less than $3,000 per year, one of them testified that $40,000 to $50,000 more could be earned by cooperating with the right people.


The legal process was corrupted even where direct bribes and payoffs were not involved. As inadequate as enforcement was, there were still enough arrests made under violation of the Volstead Act to flood the courts in many cities. The practice developed of setting aside "bargain days" on which prohibition violators could plead guilty in return for a guaranteed light sentence without going through the formality of a trial. And on countless occasions when trials were held, juries voted for acquittal despite overwhelming evidence, in order to show their contempt for the law.


Once it had become clear how unworkable prohibition was, one might ask, why was it not scrapped? There were several reasons. Though less powerful than in 1919, dry organizations such as the WCTU and the Anti-Saloon League were still formidable. They habitually proclaimed that prohibition was working, however imperfectly, and predicted greater success in the years to come. They emphasized statistics which supported their position and ignored or scoffed at those which did not. They constituted a determined minority still capable of rewarding their friends and punishing their enemies at election time. More than a few politicians themselves drank, and ridiculed prohibition privately, but voted dry out of ex​pediency.


Wets, on the other hand, did not begin organizing in numbers until the middle of the 1920's. To speak out against prohibition exposed one to charges that he advo​cated saloons, drunkenness, and all the evils associated with liquor. Then, too, the very availability of alcohol retarded the development of a grass roots movement. This was expressed in the popular saying: "let the drys have their laws, as long as the wets can have their booze."


Organizations opposed to the 18th Amendment had been formed even before it was ratified, but these usually were sponsored or subsidized by the distillers and brewers and were thereby tainted. Then, in 1926, the Du Ponts with their considerable wealth and prestige moved into repeal circles in a large way. Assuming the leadership of a group called the Association Against the Prohibition Amendment, they enlisted the help of many corporate leaders and public figures. With ample funding and the respectability conferred by its new directors, the AAPA developed into a kind of anti-Anti-Saloon League. Like the League it lobbied politicians, tried to get newspapers on the "right" side, and printed tons of propaganda tracts.


The emergence of the AAPA was only one manifestation of the growing disillusionment with prohibition. There were others. Both the American Legion and the American Federation of Labor went on record against the 18th Amendment. Although unwilling to support legalizing the hard stuff, the A.F.L.'s president Samuel Gompers asserted that "depriving the American workingman of his glass of beer tends to promote industrial unrest and discontent." Polls revealed that an ever larger segment of the public disliked things as they were. One, conducted by a newspaper association in 1926, showed that of almost two million responses, 81 percent favored modification or repeal of prohibition. And finally, there were defections from the cause by women, formerly the bedrock of the dry movement. In 1929 the Woman's Organization for National Prohibition Reform was started, and it boasted a membership of 300,000 within a year.


The tables had been turned on the drys. Before prohibition they had been able to blame every real or imagined social ill on the fact that the sale of alcohol was legal in most states. They had promised a virtual Utopia, at relatively light cost, if the nation went dry. The absurdity of their predictions had become more obvious with each passing year. Now, in turn, the wets blamed practically everything on the existence of prohibition. They were scarcely more scrupulous in their use of "evidence" than the drys had been, but their arguments were convincing to many.


The drys also had problems within their own ranks. When the head of the Anti-Saloon League in New York State was convicted of forgery involving League funds, wets exploited the case as an example of dry hypocrisy. In 1929 an assistant United States attorney who specialized in Volstead Act violations resigned to become counsel for an association of grape growers. Her first talk in her new position was to lobby in Washington to permit the sale of a grape concentrate named Vine-Glo, the obvious purpose of which was to produce wine. Worst of all was the fate which befell Bishop James Cannon, Jr. of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. Long a power in the Anti-Saloon League and a leading spokesman for the dry cause in his own right, Cannon had his reputation destroyed by a series of exposures involving black market operations during the World War, questionable speculations on the stock market, and support of a mistress. None of these transgressions had anything at all to do with prohibition, but wets gleefully used them to discredit the entire movement.


The 18th Amendment would have been repealed sooner or later no matter what else happened. Already, in 1928, the Democrats had nominated for the presidency Al Smith, an unabashed wet. His Republican opponent, Herbert Hoover, tried to dodge the issue by promising to appoint a commission to study the problem. Hoover won, but Smith's Catholicism, his previous connections with Tammany Hall, and a host of other matters prevented the election from being purely a wet-dry struggle.


It was, however, the onset of depression which assured that repeal would come quickly. Just as drys had used the World War to their advantage, wets now added to their arsenal arguments such as the number of jobs lost by prohibition, the amounts of grain which would be consumed after repeal, the costs of enforcement, which might be used for public relief, and many others. By 1932 both presidential candidates, Hoover and Franklin D. Roosevelt, came out for repeal.


Congress began the process for repealing the 18th Amendment even before Roosevelt took office following his landslide victory in November. In early December a joint resolution was proposed calling for submission to the states of the 21st Amendment. Both houses adopted it within months and on February 21, 1933, it was submitted to the state governors. Roosevelt himself acted, soon after his inauguration, by asking Congress to change the Volstead Act so as to permit the sale of 3.2% beer. This was done in less than two weeks. As John Kobler has written: "Sudsy joy swept the nation." Celebrations were held in practically every city as people marched, bands played, and glasses were emptied. Americans consumed approximately a million and a half barrels that day; small wonder that shortages developed in some areas until breweries could meet the enormous demands.


The rest was anticlimax. The 21st Amendment was ratified even more quickly than the 18th had been. On December 5, 1933, Utah became the 36th state to ratify and by seven o'clock that evening Roosevelt signed the proclamation ending prohibition. Again there were celebrations but usually not as raucous as those following the legalization of beer. In some places there was insufficient time to bring in enough liquor to properly celebrate the evening. And, curiously enough, many speakeasies closed up for the night. Now that repeal was a fact, proprietors who had violated the law for years suddenly became concerned lest they get into trouble for operating without a license. "Not a drop till we're legal," as one of them put it, and customers were left to fend for themselves.


The "Noble Experiment" ended, not with a bang, but with the sounds of corks popping and glasses clinking. That it had failed there can be no doubt. People then and since have argued over the question of whether the consumption of alcohol went up or down during the period. "But," as Frederick Lewis Allen pointed out years ago, "the fact that it was not transparently obvious that there was less" makes the argument almost irrelevant.

Prohibition had not prohibited. No one admitted the uselessness of trying more poignantly than the Reverend Billy Sunday, who had so jubilantly proclaimed the death of John Barleycorn in 1920. "I can't continue to preach Prohibition and preach the gospel," he confessed, "I'm not as strong as I used to be and the load is too heavy. So I'm returning to my first love—preaching the gospel. "
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