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The birth,

by Adam Gauntlett.

PROHIBITION

life, and demise
of the Noble Experiment.

i

1. The History
Behind Prohibition

Ifyou think this country ain't dry, just watch 'em vote;
if you think this country ain't wet, j ust watch ‘em drink.
Yau see, when they vote, it's counted. but when they

- Will Rogers.

drink, it ain't.

indsight can sometimes distort our view of histor-
H ical events. Looking back, it may seem obvious

that America's attempt to prohibit the sale of alco-
hol was doomed to failure. Yet in the early part of the
twentieth century, trends in religion, society, and politics
created the conditions under which a permanent ban on the
sale and consumption of alcohol was considered an
achievable and even a necessary goal.

The prohibitionist, or temperance, movement in the
United States was not unique to the twentieth century. Its
roots go back to the beginning of the country. As early as
1785 Dr. Benjamin Rush, surgeon-general to the
Continental Army and a signatory to the Declaration of
Independence, had spoken out against the intemperate
consumption of liquor. Dr. Rush, and many teetotaling
physicians to follow, linked intemperance to a wide vari-
ety of ills such as epilepsy, jaundice, and madness. Other
less scientific critics linked alcohol abuse with sponta-
neous human combustion.

By the middl e of the nineteenth century, enough people
had been attracted to the temperance cause to produce a
steady stream of literature on the subject. Pamphlets
relentlessly portrayed the mildest drinker as headed
towards certain physical, financial, and emotional ruin. A
typical temperance leaflet pictured an innocent man with
an appealing, masculine face. As he began to drink , he was
transmogrified into a pox-ridden, disfigured wreck. His
beautiful and innocent wife and children meanw hile suf-
fered the consequences of hisfolly, and died in the gutter.
The complete prohibition of acohol, the temperance
movement said, would eradicate many social ills, and
bring about a more prosperous and vigorous America.

Many organizations carried the banner of prohibition
forward in the nineteenth century. By far the most promi-
nent of these was the Women's Christian Temperance
Union. Established in 1874, the WCTU crusaded against a

spectrum of social ills, and promoted such ideas such as
legal equality of the sexes, education on hygiene, and total
abstinence from alcohol. Because the WCTU took on so
many worthy causes, its efforts against alcohol were lim-
ited and ineffective.

For more than half a century before national prohibi-
tion, individual states had been banning the sale and trans-
portation of consumable alcohol. Maine was the first " dry"
state, which passed its mandatory temperance law in 1858.
Kansas followed suit in 1880, then North Dakota in 1889.
Both Oklahoma and Georgia went dry in 1907, followed
the next year by Mississippi and North Carolina, then
Tennessee in 1909. After a brief Iull, states began piling
onto the temperance bandwagon. Washington, Oregon,
Arizona, Colorado and Virginia went dry in 1914, and
Idaho, lowa, Arkansas, Alabama, and South Carolina fol-
lowed suit the next year. In 1916, Montana, South Dakota,
Nebraska, and Michigan outlawed booze, and 1917 saw
the last state temperance laws enacted in Utah, New
Mexico, Indiana, and New Hampshire before federa leg-
islation made the point moot.

The Anti-Saloon L eague

For some, the state laws simply weren't enough, and the
organization that provided the impetus for the national
prohibition of alcohol was the Anti-Saloon League. Begun
in 1893 to drive the Demon Rum out of Ohio, the ASL
only achieved a partial success. Ohio alowed individual
counties to decide whether to make consumption of alco-
hol illegal. Perceiving this as a defeat, the ASL decided to
take itself onto the national stage.

The ASL had an advantage that previous anti-liquor
organizations, such as the WCTU, lacked. It restricted
itself to one goal only: the abolition of liquor. The WCTU
had diluted its effectiveness by fighting many battles on
many fronts. The ASL concentrated its forces on a single
issue. It had generous backers, such as the DuPont and
Rockefeller families, which enabled it to accumulate a
substantial campaign war chest. The ASL also avoided
becoming linked with anyone political party or religious
denomination. This meant that it could attract supporters
from all over the country. It also meant that its goa and
core beliefs were not swamped by the ambitions of
another group or political organization.

The ASL aso had Wayne Wheeler. Wheeler, the orga-
nization's lawyer and most famous representative, became

1. The History behind Prohibition 9
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the public face of the ASL. More than any other individ-
ual, it was Wheeler who made Prohibition possible.

There was a strong racial element to the Prohibitionist
cause. Many of the ASL's supporters were upper- and
middle-class men and women of Anglo-Saxon descent,
who believed that alcohol was consumed primarily by
inferior peoples. Beer was linked to the Irish and
Germans, while wine was portrayed as peculiar to the
Italians, French, and other European undesirables. M any
of the late nineteenth century European immigrants were
fleeing political persecution, and they brought with them
socialist and other revolutionary' ideals. ASL supporters
saw people like these as dangerous germs, capable of
fatally infecting the United States' social and political
order. They pointed to the growing organized labor move-
ment as evidence for their claim, believing that beer halls
and wine cellars were gathering places for communists
and socialists. Break the saloons, the ASL argument ran,
and the dangerous political elements would be broken as
well.

It might all have come to nothing, were it not for the
Great War. World War One inspired a great deal of ani-
mosity toward Germans and German immigrants, partic-
ularly after the sinking of the Cunard liner Lusitania. The
Lusitania incident brought America into the war, and was
used to propagandize the Germans as baby-butchering

barbarians. The German brew ers, well-known businesses
like Pabst, Schlitz, and Anhauser-Busch, were therefore
seen as anti-American. The ASL capitalized on this pop-
ular belief, arguing that the grain used by the brewers
could be better used in feeding American soldiers. They
suggested that the laborers employed by the breweries
would be more useful in uniform, fighting on the Western
Front. At the same time, the ASL kept up itsefforts to por-
tray saloons as the root of all domestic and socia evil.
Prohibition would save America from degradation and
despair, Wheeler claimed. Meanwhile he did his best,
behind the scenes, to get the German American ow ners of
the breweries deported.

Aggressi ve and energetic, the ASL developed some of
the most effective lobbying techniques that Congress had
yet seen. In 1913, during the League's fifteenth annual
convention, Wheeler announced that the League would
seek national constitutional prohibition. The measure was
introduced to Congress, but did not come to a vote. A sec-
ond try in 1915 languished similarly. In 1917, thanks to
the war sentiment, Congress finally adopted a measure to
prohibit the sale, transportation, or importation of alco-
holic beverages within the United States, and the amend-
ment was passed to the states for ratification.
Congressional supporters of the breweries and saloons
congratulated themselves on their cunning. They rea-

The only son of an Ohio cattle dealer, Wheel er (1870-
1927) was a talented and ambitiou s young man. His father
was unable to pay for his education, so the young man
worked to support himself through college. He wanted to
be a lawyer, and intended to go into business. That all
changed when Reverend Russell, the founder of the ASL ,
persuaded young Wayne to join him in the fight against
alcohol. Russell appealed to Wheeler's sense of Christian
duty as well as his ambition. Asthe ASL's lawyer, Wheeler
reasoned, he would have the chance to enter into the polit-
ical arena. It was the best decision, from a career point of
view, that he ever made. Eventually, Wheeler dominated
two presidents, six Congresses, and, without any kind of
authorization, the Prohibition Bureau. His unauthorized
hiographer and former secretary, Justin Steuart, called
Wheeler atireless opportunist. who constantly dramati zed
himself as the champion of Prohibition.

The ASL and its ready-made voting bloc of prohibi -
tionists fulfilled al of Wheeler's hopes for back-stage
power brokering. Time and again Wheeler and the ASL
intluenced state and federal elections, opposing those
candidates who were unsympathetic to the ASL's cause.
Wheeler's goal was to elect politicians who would sup-
port dry legislation. It didn't matter to Wheeler that the
politician in question might be insincere or dishonest.
The only thing that mattered to him was that the politi-
cian voted dry.

Wayne Wheeler,

the " Dry Boss'

W heeler himself wrote what came to be known as the
Volstead Act, which defined the government's ability to
enforce the prohibition on the sale and transportation of
liquors. Congressman Volstead of Minnesota merely
atered the order of afew paragraphs and then presented it
to Congress.

After the Eighteenth Amend ment was passed, Wheeler
kept a firm grip on Congress, and constantly pushed for
stronger measures agai nst alcohol. Wheeler himself pros-
ecuted more than two thousand prohi bition cases. He was
tireless, convincing, and powerful. However, even
Wheeler's power couldn't last forever.

By 1926 Wheeler was facing strong opposition by
some members of Congress who questioned the League's
spending in certain elections. At the same time, Wheeler's
health was failing. He was working himself to death. With
this congressional opposition putting him under even
more pressure, Wheeler decided to take a sabbatical and
recoup his strength. In 1927 Wheeler went to his vacation
home in Little Point Sable, Michigan, only to be struck
with tragedy. His wife, unfamiliar with the gasoline stove
of the Michigan home, accidentally caused an explosion.
Her dress caught fire and she panicked, running through
the house. Her father suffered afatal heart attack attempt -
ing to aid her, and she died the following day. This emo-
tional double-blow was too much for Wheeler. He died a
few weeks afterward.

10 1. The History behind Prohibition
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soned that it would take many years before Wheeler could
gather together the necessary votes for ratification. The
War wouldn't last forever, and when it was over the anti-
German rhetoric would fade away, killing Prohibition.

The wets were wrong about what Wheeler could do.
With the help of the ASL and Wheeler's legions of sup-
porters, the amendment was passed by the requisite thirty-
six states in an astoundingly rapid one year and eight days.
The Volstead Act, which described how to enforce the new
amendment, ushered in not only national Prohibition but
also Wheeler's domination of Congress, which was to last
until 1926.

One year later, on 16 January 1920, the nation
mourned the loss of John Barleycorn, the symbolic per-
sonification of alcohol. Elaborate wakes were held all
over the country. Many of the establishments that held the
wakes were also celebrating their own demise. The death
of John Barley-corn meant the death of their profit mar-
gin. They couldn't hope to keep operating without the
revenue from alcohol sales. At the Park Avenue Hotel in
New York, afarewell party was thrown in which the walls
were draped in black cloth, the tablecloths, napkins, uten-
sils, and glasses were black, and an orchestra played
funeral dirges through the night. The Café de Paris held a
successful Cinderella Ball after which "there wasn't
enough salable alcohol left in the place to jingle a six-
year-old child." Many other places simply gave away
what they couldn't sell, and shut their doors, apparently
for good. When the clock struck midnight, Prohibition
became law. America was officially dry.

Reper cussions of the Volstead Act

The Volstead Act was intended primarily to prevent the
manufacture, sale, and transport of intoxicating liquor.
First offenders were sulject to a fine of not more than
$1,000 or aprison term of no more than six months dura-
tion. Persistent offenders were fined not less than $200 or
more than $2,000, and could be imprisoned for at |east one
month but no more than five years. However, because the
double jeopardy clause was suspended for liquor trials,
both state and federal prosecutors could get involved in
the same case, and punish the offender twice for the one
crime. Loca laws and punishments varied from state to
state, and so people convicted of breaches of the Vdstead
Act could spend considerably more than five yearsinjail,
if they were unlucky or lacked bribe money.

It was legal to drink alcohol. People could drink in
their own homes or, as a bona fide guest , in their friends'
houses. It was legal for people to store alcohol in their
own homes, and many did so, spending the last few
months before 16 January 1920 buying up stocks of pre-
Volstead liquor for their own use. The slang term for this
kind of liquor was pre-war, harking back to the genesis of
the Volstead Act in the Great War anti-German hysteria.
However, since it was illegal to transport liquor, people
could not take alcohol out of their homes for any reason.
If they were to move house, they would have to get a per-

mit to transport their liquor stocks. The ASL's intention
was to let people drink up their remaining alcohol supply,
but prevent them from buying any more. It is important to
note that the Volstead Act did not ban the consumption of
alcohol.

Doctors could prescribe liquor for medicinal purposes.
They could prescribe up to one pint of distilled alcohol per
person. That pint could be bought once every ten days.
This quickly made doctors very popular.

Wine could be used for religious and sacramental pur-
poses. Priests and rabbis had to get permits to purchase or
make wine, and these permits were inspected and regu-
lated by the Prohibition Bureau.

Industrial alcohol was aso legal. American industry
needed alcohol in many of its chemical and pharmaceuti-
cal processes. However, in order to prevent people drink-
ing the stuff, the ASL convinced Congress to poi son indus-
trial acohol stocks. Called denaturing, the process
involved doctoring the industrial alcohol with toxic sub-
stances, usually methanol.

Finally, near beer was legal. It was permissible for
people to brew alcohol in their own homes, provided its
potency was less than one half of one percent. It was also
legal for breweries to manufacture beer that was less than
one half of one percent potent. This near beer, as it was
called, could legally be sold, and was the one alcohalic
beverage that was commonly available.

2. A Dangerous
Indulgence

They would kick about the bill, when they expected to
be robbed in thefir st place; they would try to drink up
the town'sbooze supply in one night; they would drink
too much and then try to lead the band; they would lose
their rolls and then blame the wrong peoplefor it; they
would get reeling blind drunk and then try to steal their
neighbor ‘1 girls; they would tip so much that they were
ridiculous or so little that they would be snubbed; they
would raise a terrible ruckus in afutile attempt to get
ringside seats at a place that already was full; they
had, some of them, no more sense than to listen to the
siren call ofthe taxi-cab driver who said "Want to meet
some nice girls, buddy?" ... The wonder of it is was
that there were not more killings, beatings, stabbings,
and robberies. The life and property of most drunks
appears to be protected by Providence; surely the
police can't protect them all .

- Stanley Walker.

the Roaring Twenties. There are some estimates
that suggest that alcohol consumption in the very
early 1920s (1920- 1921) was a third of what it had been
a decade before. These estimates are based largely on the

N ot everybody was brewing or drinking alcohol in

2. A Dangerous Indulgence 11
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probability being that it was worth much more to many
policemen to break the law rather than keep it.

The most famous, or notorious, lawmen of the twenties
were the men and women of the Prohibition Bureau. When
Prohibition began, the bureau tried to enforce it by elimi-
nating the demand for alcohol. They thought that the best
way to achieve this was to break into speakeasies, smash
up the furnishings as well as the whiskey, and prosecute
the servers of the alcohol while shaming the patrons. This
led to peculiar injustices, particularly since both the state
and the federal government could prosecute offenders.
Later in the decade, the dry agents would strike at the
source and distribution centers of the trade, and stop con-
centrating on the speakeasies. Speakeasy patrons ran asig-
nificantly reduced risk of arrest, but their alcohol supply
lines became more likely to be interrupted.

Some overnight jail time with the fellow patrons of a
speakeasy isagood time to introduce new characters, or to
plant seeds for future adventures. Extended jail time is
another matter entirely. Unless the keeper has planned an
adventure in prison, investigators who manage to get sent
to the Big House should be removed from play until their
jail time has been served. The specific effects of a prison
term are left up to the keeper, who may consider writing a
summary of the character's experience for the player's
use. It gives the player something to plug an otherwise
gaping hole in the character's history, and the keeper a
chance to plant future plot hooks. Who knows when they
might run into former cellmates?

Criminals

Most bootleggers are unstabl e, and ready to become
hijackers, Government spies, or to swindle their
friends ifthey think it is going to put afew immediate
dollars in their pockets.

- James Barbican, Confessions o a Rumrunner.

Speakeasies tended to attract an array of criminals. Even
the patrons were technically aiding and abetting a criminal
act. Most criminals in the booze business tended to believe
that, once one law was broken, there was no point in keep-
ing to any of the others. This led to a variety of offenses.

Speakeasies were costly to run. The rent was triple that
of any other business, and there was the booze to buy,
bribesto cover, al kinds of incidental expenses. The larger
speakeasies developed concessions to defray costs. These
concessions included such activities as the sale of ciga
rettes, the sale of flowers and other toys, the hat check
facility, and taxi access rental. These concessions could be
rented to outside entrepreneurs, thus providing the speak
with income. However, there was a danger that the con-
cession owners could tum out to be criminals themselves,
or be in the control of criminals. This meant that even an
honest saloon owner could find his place overrun with
unsavory types.

In addition to these innocuous concessions, there were
more sleazy delights on offer. A speakeasy could earn a
great deal of extra money by renting out its back rooms to

gamblers. Con men often had the same idea, and haunted
cheap speaks looking for suckers to hustle, giving the
speak owner his cut of the profits later. Prostitutes operated
on the same principle, using the speak as a means of meet-
ing Johns and paying the speak owner for the privilege.

One notorious feature of Prohibition was the clip
joint. These crimina establishments looked like
speakeasies and acted like speakeasies. However, their
main income came not from liquor, but from robbery.
The prospective mark would be made drunk, or drugged.
Usually called aMickey Finn,drugged dri nks were com-
mon during Prohibition. Honest speaks used Finns to
silence unruly patrons, but clip joints used them to ren-
der marks insensible. Once dead to the worl d, the mark
coul d be robbed, rolled, and thrown out of the joint by
the grifters, pickpockets, and muggers who claimed the
clip joint as their territory.

Concessions

The cigarette girls must be (In their feet the whole
night long. They are under orders to keep moving
from table to table. laying a package of nuts here
and there before the customers and keeping after
them to see that they buy. The girls' ceaseless cry of
"Cigarettes! Cigarettes!" angers many patrons. . . .
But the girl can't stop. If she does, she's fired.
-Jimmy Durante. Nightclubs.

Cigarette girls, and other concession employees, are
speakeasy fixtures. They are bar girls. Their main func-
tion is to sell. They are usualy young and usually
pretty . Suckers are more likely to pay up if the seller is
an attractive woman. However, anyone who looks
closely can see the fatigue in their eyes. They may aso
notice that the girls' dresses have no pockets. This is
for the concession owner's benefit. Foolish young men
have been known to tip well, thinking to impress girls
that way. What happens instead is that the concession
owner takes the tip. If the girl had pockets, she might
be tempted to squirrel away adime or two. Hence the
lack of pockets in her dress.

Here are some sample concession products and
prices:

e Ten Camel cigarettes in a specially made package:
$1.

e Rag doll (or any other cheap toy liable to appea to
adrunk): $6.

 Paper gardenia flower: $1.
e Four roses (as a boutonniere): $4.50.

The keeper should bear in mind that the simplest
way to convert a 1920s price to present day purchasing
power is to multiply by ten. Thus that packet of ten
Camels goes for the equivalent of $10 in todays
money.

2. A Dangerous I ndulgence 13
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From the keeper's point of view, the Mickey Finn
should be treated like any other poison. There was no
fixed recipe, nor was there a standard outcome. Though
most Finns weren't designed to kill , many were designed
to make the recipient sick. Others provoked powerful
diarrhea. The POT of any Mickey Finn should be no
greater than 10 nor less than 4. The specific effect of the
drink is up to the keeper, bearing in mind that the intent is
to incapacitate the target.

Speakeasies were often run and frequented by genuine
gangsters. The saloons, since they were illegal, no longer
had the protection of the police, and that meant that they
were easy marks for criminals looking for new markets.
During Prohibition, alcohol sales were second only to loan
sharking and extortion as sources of illegal income, which
made speakeasi es tempting targets for the criminal under-
world. Associating with the criminal element brought its
own risks. One attempt on the life of Al Capone riddled
the restaurant he was in with more than a thousand bullets.
Four customers of Legs Diamond's Hotsy Totsy Club were
assassinated because they might have testified against
Legs in court about a shooting incident. One of the men
Killed in the St. Valentine's Day M assacre was an ordinary
citizen, an opthamologist, who just happened to get his
thrills by associating with gangsters. Individuals who
associate with gangsters may not be identified as inno-
cents until after the shooting stops.

The Booze

At Indiana [University] they picked me to find some
good liquor for a visitor from Wabash College, a Phi
Gamma Delta man no less and a millionaire, coming
to a weekend football game. This was Ed Ball, later
chairman of the board o hisfamily's Ball-Mason jar
company ill Muncie. We wanted to wine and dine him
royally, impress him, so he'd remember us after he'd
got to head the company. | went down to the pool hall
to see my favorite bootlegger, but damned ifhe hadn't
been knocked off in a gang shoot. So | had to pinch
around and find what | could. It turned out to be the
vilest gin ever made. | was amazed. \We damn near
killed Ed Ball. He lay around for hours, green and
groaning. Weall got deathly sick.
- John Arthur Hendricks, from Kobler's
Ardent Spirits.

Quite apart from alcoholism, Prohibition presented the
very real danger of alcohol poisoning. The people who
brewed and supplied the liquor had their eye on the profits,
not the safety of their customers. The New York Daily
News published " The Hands of Death," a barometer which
registered the daily fatalities that the city's chief medical
examiner attributed to guns, automobiles, and poisoned
alcohol. The barometer started fresh on January 1 each
year, and continued adding up the deceased until year's
end. The edition for 8 December 1927 recorded that alco-
hol had outstripped the gun by more than two corpses to
one. Booze was responsible for 652 deaths while the gun
only got 278. The same paper that recorded that statistic

had a bad booze story on page two: "POISON RUM
KILLS LOVERS. '‘My God, I'm terribly sick, and Mrs.
Murphy has died, and her husband is dying,' the husband-
to-be managed to say, while calling for the ambulance. He
died moments later, but by the time of his phone call his
fiancee was already dead."

The wealthy had significantly less to worry about. The
alcohol smuggled to them was either genuine Canadian
manufacture, or from Europe via the Caribbean. Even then,
they took no chances. Most people who could afford it kept
a chemist on the payroll, to make sure that their bootleg-
ger's brandy wasn't poisonous. Those paying top dollar
(and prices could range up to $50 or more per bottle),
would probably get their booze unadulterated. Those who
went for bargains, or dealt with the more unscrupulous
dealers, would receive the same bottles. Although the bot-
tles' seals looked genuine, the alcohol within had been cut.

The middle classes and the drinking poor had to take
what they could get. Since booze was illegal, no govern-
ment organization inspected it for safety. Since hundreds
of thousands of people were making their own hooch with
their own recipes, a number of unhealthy ingredients
found their way into the public's acohol supply.

The Wages of Sin: Poisoning

METHANOL
Ethyl
And Methyl'
Like ke
And Mike
Strangely you look alike.
Like sisters 1 have met
You're very hard to tell apart-and yet
The one consoles more gently than a wife;
The other turns and cripples youfor life.
- Wallace Irwin, "Owed to Volstead ."

The most prevalent ingredient of Prohibition alky was
methanol, or wood alcohol. Though wood alcohol is
cheaper to make than ethanol, it is adeadly poison evenin
small doses. Unscrupulous moonshiners would spike their
brew with a shot of methanol for the necessary kick.
Spiking could be done at any stage in the operation: by the
original moonshiner, the wholesaler, or the actual seller of
the alcohol.

Methanol shot to fame in 1927 with the Methanol
Poisoning Scandal. Methanol had offered a solution to the
difficult problem of industrial alcohol: American industry
needed alcohol for many things, from pharmaceuticals to
hair tonic. However, the Anti-Saloon League's members
realized that although industrial alcohol had to be kept
legal, its existence threatened their dry utopia. To dis-
suade drinkers from consuming industrial alcohol, the
ASL arranged for it to be denatured (made undrinkable),
by adding poisonous substances to it. That substance was
usualy methanol. Since the ASL made no provision for
labeling the denatured industrial acohol as poi sonous,
many unsuspecti ng drinkers ended up crippled or dead as
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a result of drinking methanol -spiked industrial alcohol.
This fact first came to the public's attention after New
Year's 1927, when scores of poisoned drinkers were
admitted to New York's Bellevue Hospital. Forty-one of
them died, killed for celebrating the New Year. There are
no accurate statistics, but it is likely that by 1927 upward
of 50,000 people had died as a result of methanol poison-
ing, to say nothing of the hundreds of thousands more
who were crippled by it.

The cheaper the drink , the more likely it was to contain
methanol. "Smoke" (slang for cheap garbage that drunks
consumed when nothing else was available), at 10 cents a
glass, could be up to 50% methanol. The amount of
methanol cutting would depend on the financial security
of the loca cutters. When there was money to spare, the
cutters could afford safe ethanol and didn't need methanol.
If money was scarce, possibly because a gang war had
emptied the cutters' war chest, the syndicate might need
every dollar it could muster to hire soldiers and keep up
with the competition. This meant that cheap methanol
became the cutters' choice. Formerly trustworthy
speaks might end up distributing more methanol
than they knew.

The effects of methanol poisoning are
greatly delayed. Symptoms manifest twelve to
twenty-four hours after the dose has been
ingested. This makes methanol poisoning
very difficult to deal with medically. The
most common and mildest symptom is
decreased vision, or possibly complete loss
of sight. Given time, vision will return natu-
rally, provided that the dose wasn't too strong.
This may take one to three days to happen.
Heavier doses of methanol can produce dizzi-
ness, headache, vomiting, abdomina pain,
seizures, coma, and death.

Pure methanol has POT 5 per pure shot glass or
fluid ounce. Most drinks will contain 5% methanol at
most, but cheaper ones may contain up to 50%. Carefully
count how many contaminated drinks the character
downs, and only roll on the Resistance Table after al the
drinks have been consumed. With a failed POT roll. the
character loses vision in 12 + 1D 12 hours. A fumbled POT
roll results in any of the more severe symptoms described
above.

L EAD P OISONING

Lead acetate, also known as sugar of lead, afinely ground,
crystalline, sweet-tasting derivative of lead, was some-
times used to sweeten cheap sour wines. Frequent con-
sumers of this toxic stuff suffered severe lead poisoning.
Mild symptoms include fatigue, irritability, and headache.
Larger doses induced cramps, delirium, seizures, coma,
and death from brain swelling.

No system is provided for lead poisoning. The enter-
prising keeper could simulate slow alcohol poisoning with
the above symptoms and a slow drai n of sanity. In the Call

d Cthulhu game, the player may not even notice. However,
the increasing dementia brought on by progressive lead
poisoning could be very interesting if it is inflicted on a
trusted non-player character.

JAKE PARALYSIS

As a case study, consider the following. In 1930, a para-
lytic epidemic began sweeping cross the nation. Tens of
thousands were eventually afflicted, each with the same
essential symptoms. The epidemic was reported by
Collier's Magazne:

The victim of 'jake paralysis practically loses control
of his fingers. He is able to press the tips of his little
fingers and his third fingers to the palm of his hand.
But the other two fingers on each hand, and his
thumbs, are nerveless and useless. . .. The feet of the
paralyzed ones drop forward from the ankle so that the
toes point downward. The victim has no control over
the muscles that normally point the toes upward. When
he tries to walk his dangling feet touch the pavement
first at the toes, then his heels settle down jarringly.
That's how he moves. 'Tap-click, tap-click, tap-
click'. .. The calves of his legs, after two or three
weeks, begin to soften and hang down; the mus-
cles between the thumbs and index fingers
shrivel away. Thisis 'jake paraysis.'

The culprit was discovered to be a
Jamaican ginger extract, about 70% alcohol,
that was being sold as a headache remedy
and general digestion aide. Further investi-
gation pointed to a distributor in Boston,
who had sold it to literally dozens of compa-

nies. The alcohol used by the Boston distrib-
utor had been denatured with tricresyl phos-
phate, a common chemical used to help varnish
and lacquer set. It was soluble in alcohal , miscible
with ginger, and cheap. Astonishingly, it was not
listed as a poison in most standard reference works of the
time. Although some of the victims of Jake Paraysis even-
tually recovered, more than thirty-five thousand victims
suffered permanent nerve damage. The FDA discovered
and eliminated the contaminated extract by 1932, but the
victims of Jake Paralysis lived on.

Although there was no cure for Jake Paralysis, there
was a macabre sequel. Chemical analysis showed that the
tricresyl phosphate destroyed nerve transmission in
humans, hence the crippling nature of Jake Paralysis. This
information was used by German chemists later in the
1930s, to create nerve gases such as tabun, soman, and
sarin.

P OISONED A LCOHOL AND PLAYER CHARACTERS

The keeper is reminded that deaths or permanent di sabili-
ties brought about by poisoned alcohol were by and large
rare. Use such events to frighten characters and dismay
players-that is, heighten tension rather than randomly
incapaci tate characters. Even the best role-players are dis-
tressed if a character falls victim to a mundane illness. Far
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better, or at any rate more interesting, to be consumed by
a shoggoth than struck down by Jake Paralysis.

IFIT TASTES LIKE e AT'S URINE, WHY DRINK IT?
Ifit tastes like eat'surine, why drink it?
Ifit tastes like eat'surine, why drink it?
Then my sullen and sinister tummy
Rose slowly and spoke to my brain;
" Say, boss, what'sthe stuffyou've been drinking
Thatfi lls me with nothing but pain?"
- Wallace Irwin, "Owed to Volstead."

Players and keepers may wonder why, given the nature of
the drink available during Prohibition, people drank at all.
They may naturally suppose that, if the alcohol tasted hor-
rible, people wouldn't imbibe. Truly, the foul taste of some
of the alcohol did not put drinkers off.

The first casualty of Prohibition was the taste bud. It
didn't take long for people's senses to be deadened. Soon,
only those who could afford to go on holiday to Europe or
other wet havens could remember what real, genuine alco-
hol tasted like. Many drinkers became used to the kick of
methanol-spiked hooch, and actually came to like it.

People drank more quickly than they used to. Booze
was illegal, and speaks could be raided. Knowing this,
people tended to swallow their liquor hurriedly, in case the
law decided to descend upon the speakeasy and arrest all
present. Further, slamming down one's booze gave the
drinker a certain fashionable hipness or cachet. Con-
sequently, an unpleasant taste might be ignored or might
register too late to do the drinker any good.

After a while, people grew wise, and began mixing
their drinks. The cocktall attracted an almost religious
following in Americaduring the 1920s and 1930s. People
were desperate to dilute their alcohol, to kill off the foul
taste of the hooch. Therefore they would mix their gin or
scotch with ginger ale, or fruitjuice, or tonic water- any-
thing at al, in fact, so long as it had a more pleasant taste
than the booze did. Though alcohol has long been safe
again, and its various tastes acceptable, the tradition of
the cocktail now seems unshakeable.

3. Where Did It
Come From?

Her mother, Myrtle, and my mother almost went into
business together but when they learned the local
gangsters frowned on ladies selling home-made gin,
even though it IVas directfromtheir own bathtubs, they

went into the panachefudge business instead.
- Gypsy Rose Lee, Gypsy, Memoirs of America's
Most Celebrated Stripper.

simple process. Human civilization has been mak-

ing acohol for more than five thousand years, and
Prohibition forces quickly found it was virtually impossi-
ble to ban the home production of high potency acohol
simply because it is so easy. The ingredients of acohol are
yeast, sugar, and water, al of which could be obtained
legally and without any fuss. The production process of
specific acohols is sometimes more complex, and
requires different variations on that theme (the difference
between lager beer and ale, for example, is in the type of
yeast used), but as a rule Prohibition alky cookers were
satisfied with plain bread yeast, sugar, and tap water.

The process of fermentation, simplified, is that yeast
will produce alcohol if placed in a solution of sugar and
water, called mash, given the correct acidity, kept at 90
degrees, and left alone. The yeast will convert starches or
sugars into ethyl alcohol, and die when the concoction
reaches between 14 and 18% alcohol. This process gener-
ally takes about two days. If the yeast isfed grain starches
the product is beer. If it is fed fruit, the product is wine.
Although beer and wine are manufactured in different
ways, the processes were virtualy the same during
Prohibition. Fine wines and rare beers were not the point of
Prohibition-era alcohol production, but rather something
that could be produced quickly and that included alcohol.
Time, an ingredient that legitimate distillers and brewers
favor, was ignored. Most moonshiners hadn't the patience
to wait more than afew days before selling their product.

T he manufacture and distillation of alcohol isafairly

Ardent Spirits

To achieve an alcohol content higher than 18%, a process
called distillation has to take place. Rather than using
grain or fruit as abase, Prohibition's distilled liquors were
generally made directly from sugar. Com sugar, produc-
tion of which increased sixfold between 1919 and 1926,
gave off little odor when cooking, and had little residue. A
full gallon of 50% alcohol could be brewed and distilled
from aten pound bag of com sugar. Making mash directly
out of sugar minimized the alcohol's taste, allowing fla-
vors to be added when it was cut. To distil a liquor, the
alcohol mash was boiled, and the resulting steam, which
had a much higher alcohol percentage due to acohol's
lower boiling point, was captured and recondensed into a
much more potent liqueur.

Again, the legitimate production of a specific distilled
alcohol, whether whiskey, vermouth, or bourbon, involves
a lot of time and effort. The spirits need time to mellow
and mature, and the exact process by which the spirits are
given their distinctive flavor can be closely guarded
secrets. Moonshiners weren't interested in complicated
recipes or allowing time for the booze to mellow. Instead,
they flavored the raw alcohol with whatever came to hand,
and sold the hooch as quickly as possible.
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Home Brew and M anufacture

In America, acohol could be brewed at home, or it might
be created in one of many large plants across the country.

Based on the sale of hops and malt, the Prohibition
Bureau estimated that seven hundred million gallons of
home beer were brewed in 1929. The process was not
complex, but it could be dangerous. Careless shiners could
be scalded, blown up, or smothered. Even so, there were
plenty of people willing to take the risk.

Domestically produced alcohol was what the common
man drank. The average blind pig drink was a shot of raw
but diluted ethanol given some sort of inexpensive flavor.
This could be highly dangerous, particularly if methanol
or something equally toxic replaced the ethanol. Since no
one would ever cut their own alcohol with poisonous
methanol or iodine, home brew was generally much safer
than a speakeasy's brew. However, there were risks to
home manufacture. The room that the liquor was brewed
in had to be well ventilated, or explosive and poi sonous
gases could build up, with disastrous consequences. The
cooking equipment had to be carefully cleaned and main-
tained, or the resul ting liquor could be unpleasant , or even
mildly toxic. A distillery had to be carefully watched dur-
ing the cooking process, to make sure that it didn't get too
hot or build up too much pressure. Care aso had to be
taken when closing down the still to drai n off the liquor,
since the mash was scalding hot and the pressure inside
the still was tremendous. More than one careless shiner
got aface full of hot mash and steam. Experienced moon-
shiners recommended that a shiner not smoke (for fear of
explosion) or drink (for fear of drunken carelessness)
while cooking alcohal.

Not everyone made their home-brew for themselves.
In some larger cities, such as Detroit and Chicago, fami-
lies were pressed into a work force of illegal alcohol pro-
duction, and provided with stills and materials. In some
cases, entire tenement buildings full of people would be
press-ganged into service by the local mobs. These often
ill trained and poorly equipped people handled the manu-
facturing and bottling of the alcohol, and had it ready to
ship at designated pick up times. Some of these families
earned a share of the profits, others $15 a week , and still
others gained nothing but the continued well-being of
their loved ones.

In 1928, a Chicago policeman estimated that his city
housed about a hundred stills per city block. This did not
include the thousands of people who were making their
own home brew beer or wine. And as the years went by,
the purchase of beer and wine making ingredients became
easier. One New York vintner sold bricks of compressed
grape concentrate. The concentrate could be used to make
grapejuice, but each brick came with astern "WARNING!
If the contents of this package are added to five gallons of
water, five pounds of sugar and one cake of yeast, the
result will be an intoxicating beverage which isillegal in
the United States."

M anufactured Alcohol

Banning the manufacture of drinking alcohol didn't result
in the elimination of al acohol in American borders.
Hundreds of industria processes required alcohol.
Congressional drys developed a complex system for ren-
dering manufactured alcohol undrinkable before it was
shipped. Nearl y eighty reci pes were developed to adulter-
ate industrial alcohol, each in a way that would not affect
the manufacturing process it was involved in. Each com-
pany that used alcohol in its manufacturing process was
issued a license to purchase the alcohol, and then went to
alcohol manufacturers in order to purchase it.

This complex system left a great many loopholes
through which bootleggers slipped in and out. Forged per-
mits were easy to obtain, and the bootleggers very quickly
learned which recipes were easiest to clean. Some enter-
prising alcohol smugglers simply had the manufacturing
companies increase their production and took the excess.
Others set up dummy companies that manufactured prod-
ucts that necessitated alcohol, and purchased it with legit-
imate papers.

Sometimes, the plants simply overproduced and
knowingly sold directly to the bootleggers. Prohibition
enforcement was very thin, and not every agent was inter-
ested in making sure an alcohol plant's books were
entirely "by the numbers."

The majority of speakeasy alcohol came from indus-
trial plants. Skilled chemists could clean the mgority of
the poisons out of the acohol, or the industrial stuff might
be diluted with enough home brew that the poison would-
n't affect the drinkers too much. Industrial alcohol was a
plentiful , reliable supply.

Some breweries simply never shut down, and indeed
continued to operate throughout Prohibition. The
Prohibition Bureau's method of declaring a brewery offi-
cialy closed was to take a single, specific pipe, and post
some paper stating that the location was shut down. Many
people whose livelihoods depended on those breweries
ignored the telltale noises and smells that emanated from
supposedly closed premises. A few well-connected brew-
eries didn't even bother to operate clandestinely. The
enforcement of Prohibition varied radically from district to
district, from agent to agent, and police chief to police
chief. If a manufacturer of alcohol could count on the sup-
port of the local police force, its chances of being detected
and shut down were pretty slim.

Stills ran from five-gallon-per-day stills that fit into a
single room to large distilleries the size of legitimate alco-
hol producers. In New York, dry agents closed down a dis-
tillery with 34 vatsfilled with 2,000 gallons of mash each,
capable of producing 15,000 gallons of whiskey per day. It
had been caught because it had been stealing electricity
from its neighbors.
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Cutting Plants

Home brew and industrial alcohol provided America with
the vast mgjority of the acohol it craved. In 1925, the state
of Minnesota tested three hundred and fifty thousand gal-
lons of seized alcohol. Of these, only three gallons had
come from a legitimate distillery. Wealthy investigators
paying exorbitant amounts for authentic Canadian
whiskey may simply be fooling themselves. However,
after the hooch was produced it then had to be bottled for
sale. This is where the cutting plants entered the equation.

Cutting plants were central warehouses where the
home brewed and industrial acohols would go to be adul-
terated and placed into bottles. Estimates indicate that
about a hundred and fifty of these plants operated in each
of the cities of Detroit, Cleveland, New Orleans, Los
Angel es, Buffalo, San Francisco, and St. Louis. New Y ork,
Chicago, and Philadelphia were likely home to five hun-
dred to athousand cutting plants at any time.

Cutting plants were fairly simple operations- a recipe
was decided on, the ingredients added, and the resulting
product would be placed in bottles, then shipped to vari-
ous warehouses. Often cutting plants ran three shifts,
around the clock, to keep up with the demand for booze.

Unadulterated moonshine is colorless and flavorless.
While some drinkers were used to that, most preferred
that their liquor at least look like the brandy and whiskey
that they remembered. T herefore the cutting plants devel-
oped tricks designed to make their shine mimic the real
pre-war stuff.

By far the most forged distilled liquor of the
Prohibition period was whiskey. The raw shine needed to
be doctored to give it the characteristic mellow brown
look. A bit of tobacco, for example, was put in to give the
hooch the illusion of having been aged in a barrel.
Unscrupul ous manufacturers sometimes cut their acohol
with iodine, which is poisonous in large doses, to give
their whiskey a more authentic color and more kick. More
despicable were those who cut whiskey with embalming
fluid. Ingredients that were put into the alcohol had to dis-
solve in water and alcohol, to be undetected. And while
few gangsters deliberately set out to poison their cus-
tomers, their primary goal wasto stretch the alcohol asfar
as possible, maximizing their profits. Despite alarming
symptoms such as intestina pains, and even internal
bleeding, people in speakeasies downed millions of gal-
lons of dubious liquor.

Connoisseurs thought they could tell truly aged
whiskey from week-old moonshine by looking at the
"bead" of the liquor. When true, aged whiskey isturned to
the side, little iridescent bubbles will rise to the surface.
Unfortunately, the distributors discovered that glycerin or
fusel oil would create a reasonable imitation of bead. Less
contentious cutters would use acompound of sulfuric acid
to give the desired effect. While this noxious stuff had
plenty of kick, chemists also noted that it ate the enamel
off thelr sinks.

Another popular forged drink was gin, commonly
known as bathtub gin. Domestically produced alcohol was
diluted thirty to fifty percent, then a few drops of glycerin
and juniper juice added to simulate the flavor of gin. This
went into bottles too tall to fill with water from a sink tap,
but fit quite nicely under bathtub taps, and thus earned its
moni ker.

4. Transportation

Most of the bootleggers considered that it was an
unfair law and a law that had beenfoi sted on us, which
had no validity. \\e knew that the general public didn't
support it, that it was disliked, and that we didn 't f eel
that we were lawbreakers,

-Francis (Sam) Racicot, bootlegger.

important aspect of the business. In the alcohol trade,

moving the alcohol from one point to another was
vitally important. America had a lot of alcohol, after all.
L arge stores of pre-Prohibition alcohol, and all the legally
produced industrial alcohol produced during the Great
Dry, was stored in bonded and secured government ware-
houses. There was also plenty of alcohol in Canada,
America's largest land neighbor. The problem was moving
the booze from these locations to the drinkers.

Bootleggers quickly became heroes in the early twen-
ties, lionized by their friends and the newspapers alike as
daring Robin Hoods who broke an unfair law for the good
of the people. The first bootleg operations were mainly
raids on existing alcohol stocks. The federally bonded
warehouses were raided either at gunpoint or with guile
and fake permits. The government responded to these
early raids by strengthening the defenses of the ware-
houses. The bootleggers next struck at the stocks that had
been built up by private citizens. Many a sober citizen
woke up to find agun in his face and robbers stripping his
wine cellar. People became cautious, and started building
false rooms and hideaways for their liquor. Then, once this
initial outbreak of robbery subsided, the bootleggers set-
tled down to the serious business of smuggling. There
couldn't be enough liquor in either the storehouses or pri-
vate stocks to supply everyone's needs indefinitely. In
order to keep the liquor flowing, the bootleggers had to go
abroad and buy it, or brew it themselves.

Approxi mately two thirds of the alcohol smuggled into
America was brought in from Canada, with the remainder
coming from seafaring rumrunners off the eastern
seaboard. While there was some smuggling from Mexico
and to the Western seaboard, this was but a drop in aris-
ing tide of hooch. Canadais America's largest land neigh-
bor, sharing approximately six thousand miles of border.
In the early twenties, customs houses were few and far
between, and only a hundred customs agents were aval |-
able to patrol the border. Considering that there were about

I n any commercial enterprise, transportation is an
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four hundred good roads out of Canada, a hundred and
fifty passable ones, and any number of trails, the bootleg-
ger 's dilemma was not how to get the booze to its destina-
tion, but which route to take.

Off the Eastern seaboard, waterborne smugglers
needed staging areas where they could refuel, repair, and
load their cargoes. The Caribbean islands to the southeast
had traditionally filled this role. Only scant generations
bef ore Prohibition those same islands had been involved in
the lucrative Confederate blockade-running trade. For ves-
sels coming from the north, the Canadian island of St.
Pierre et Miquelon performed a similar role. No naturally
occurri ng islands could be made into staging areas on the
West Coast, so the West's alcohol tended to come in by
land.

Oneif by Land: Bootleggers

Twas on a Sunday morning | headedfor the north-

Theroad | dten traveled while riding back andforth;

| crossed the old St. Lawrence, going straight to
Montreal

With Bert La Fontaine's Packardfor a load o alcohol.
- Ballad composed in celebration of a
bootlegger, author unknown. From
Everest's ruin Across the Border.

Land-based rurnrunners used al kinds of tricks to get
liquor to their thirsty customers. The first and easiest trick
was to simply slip a bottle of whiskey into one's boot, and
it was from this practice that the term "bootleg” came
from. Customs agents quickly caught onto the trick, but
ingenious smugglers always came up with new places to
hide their illegal cargoes. They'd put bottles in the baby's
carriage, hang hooch-filled hot water bottles from their
necks hidden under their clothes, hide hip flasks and bot-
tles in pockets, aprons, and garters. One enterprising soul
was caught with two boxes of eggs, each one of which had
been emptied of yolk and filled with hard liquor. Another
chose to hide his booze in coconuts. These were the small-
est sort of operations, providing a bottle or two of illegal
alcohol, but not enough to sell in bulk.

Initially, it was the automobile that supplied the most
alcohol to America. Whether in packs or as lone wolves,
many young men and women chose to defy the law for
kicks, and earn some money while they were at it. The
money was good, and initially the job was easy. These
lawbreakers could be divided into two groups. The first
was made up of solo artists, who owned their own cars and
made their own arrangements, sharing the profits with no
one. While these runners gossiped among themsel ves,
sharing information about the road and its hazards, they
made their border crossings alone.

The second group consisted of hired drivers. Local
racketeers would raise cash for the venture and supply the
automobile, leaving the driver to take the risk of getting
caught. The local syndicate would fill the driver's belly
with good food and drink, and fill his ears with flattery, and
send him on his way. A driver could make up to $60 per

run, payable on the safe delivery of fifteen to twenty cases
of alcohal, &l that could be shoe-horned into acar. Women
and children often accompanied rumrunners, adding to the
illusion of innocence. Women were popular drivers, since
they were considered less likely to smuggle. More ambi-
tious syndicates would hire as many as a dozen individu-
als, creating a convoy of illegal smugglers who traveled in
aloose pack. If the convoy was detected, it would scatter,
and any losses incurred would be compensated for by the
enormous profits of the remaining carloads. Some packs
would defend themselves by having one or two empty
vehicles at the rear of the convoy whose sole purpose was
to deliberately delay pursuers in a chase.

The preferred vehicles were speedy, rugged and had
plenty of trunk space. Cadillacs, Packards, Pierce-Arrows
and Marmons were particular favorites. While wild sto-
ries were told about 80-mile-per-hour chases, these cars
usually couldn't average better than 60 mph. The condi-
tions of the roads, which were primarily unpaved,
unmarked tracks, muddy in the summer and icy during
winter, certainly didn't lend themsel ves to reckless dri-
ving. In the earliest days of the trade the booze was
stuffed in the trunk or hidden under the car seat, but as
time went on, the rumrunners showed surprising ingenu-
ity. Clever smugglers built false floors for their cars, fill-
ing the space thus created with Canada's most lucrative
export. Divided gas tanks were also popular, and cars
with convertible fabric tops could have false roof spaces
similar to the false floor described above. This last trick
required that the top be up al of the time, a dead give-
away to an aert customs official.

Defensive options usually involved smoke screens,
which could be generated by pumping oil into the
exhaust, bolting a prepared fire extinguisher to the side of
the car with the nozzle pointing backwards, or by strate-
gically placing air compression machines that could stir
up dirt roads into clouds of choking dust. At least one
runner was able to emit mustard gas from the rear of his
car. Broken bottles or nails were sometimes dropped to
burst the tires of pursuing vehicles. In addition, the sus-
pension and bodywork were strengthened, since the
heavy alcohol load put great stress on the car. So did the
hazardous nature of the driving. A brand new set of tires
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would last two or three weeks, no more, while the car
itself might be broken down or crashed within a few
months. However, the rumrunners' cars were so well bui It
and mai ntained that seized cars were occasionally appro-
priated for work on the side of law.

The early days of the smuggling trade were almost
lighthearted, as the daring young speed demons competed
among themsel ves for the title of King or Queen of the
Bootleggers. The penalties for smuggling were so light
that they weren't taken seriously: a maximum of two years
injail and afine up to $1,000, and smuggling convictions
were rare. A rumrunner wasn't considered a seasoned
smuggler unless he'd been caught at least once. In this
romantic period, it was apoint of honor not to abandon the
vehicle if caught. But once the penalties were upgraded,
these niceties were ignored, and bootleggers on the point
of capture would abandon their cars and hightai | it into the
woods. This was seldom necessary since much of the rural
countryside hadn't voted dry in the first place. A farmer
could make a tidy sum renting his bam to a bootlegger
who had the law on his tail.

As the game became more serious, bootleggers learned
to fear and mistrust law enforcement officers, largely
because of the lawmen's allegedly indiscriminate use of
firearms. While the media favored the bootlegger in shoot-
ing cases, more or less, the courts came dow n decidedly in
favor of the police. Judges might not approve of the
Vdstead Act, but they had every sympathy for lawmen
who faced armed smugglers. As a result, the bootleggers
original lighthearted attitude changed to an intense dislike
for the men who were trying to enforce the law.

Not all border guards scrupulously tried to maintai n the
cordon. Customs agents and border town police officers
could make excellent money by turning a blind eye to the
traffic. Some went so far as to demand fees for safe pas-
sage, sometimes as much as $30 per carload of alcohol.

Virtually all Prohibition enforcement took place on the
American side of the border. Canada had little reason to
help the United States to control the flood of alcohol.
Legal purchases of alcohol gave the Canadian government
$30 million ayear intax revenue, which only increased as
Prohibition went on. The Canadians friendly attitude to
the smugglers continued even when the smugglers started
carrying contraband from America to Canada, thus mak-
ing money on both legs of the journey. The mgority of
Canadian government officials simply turned a blind eye
to America's problem. The profits were just too good to
pass up.

Two if by Sea: Rumrunners

Oh, we don't give a damn for our old Uncle Sam,
Way-a, whiskey and gill!
Lend us a hand as we stand into land
Just give us time to run the rumin.
Joseph Chase Allen. The Black Ships. 1921.

Seafaring smugglers were similar in many ways to their
landlubber brethren. Most were not career criminas, but

they saw a chance to make money and took it gratefully.
These were small operators: ex-fishermen or ex-merchant
seamen, often with military experience, working together
to beat alaw they perceived as unfair. Virtually every kind
of vessel was used for rumrunning, from battered fishing
trawlers and venerable three-masted schooners to more
modem cargo ships and steamers. However, a smuggler
would never use an American-registered ship, since an
American ship could be impounded and its crew arrested
anywhere in the world if it was found to be smuggling
alcohol. Ships of foreign registry were not subject to this,
provided that they remained more than three miles off the
American coast. This meant that many American boats
switched to a forei gn registry-British was a favorite-to
avoid lega complications.

It soon became the custom for acohol-laden ships to
loiter just outside of the three-mile limit. Bill McCoy, a
notorious and extremely successful smuggler (see the
sidebar on page 21), claimed to have established the first
of what became known as "Rum Rows," off of the New
York coast. Rum Rows were vast congregations of smug-
gling ships that anchored together outsi de of the limit and
waited patiently for their land-based connections to make
contact. The largest and best-known Rum Row was that
for New Y ork City, but there were similar rows off Boston,
Florida, and New Orleans. Liquor supplied by the Rum
Rows was considered superior to any other kind, since the
alcohol hadn't been on land to be cut, and it had come
straight from the source, so it couldn't be forged. Good
liquor was said to be "just off the boat,” or "the real
McCoy," referring to Bill McCoy's reputation for fair
dealing in quality merchandise.

The operation of these Rows was extremely simple.
Anyone who wanted to buy liquor went out to the row in
their own boats and bought what they pleased. The ships
on the Row hung signsfrom their rigging, advertising their
wares and prices. Since their cargoes were primarily filled
with booze, the ships were seldom well suppli ed with any-
thing else, and boats had to ferry out any other goods that
were needed. Floating communities were created that
would remain at anchor for months on end. Tourists came
out to gawk. Wild parties were thrown.

It's worth noting that the Rum Row smugglers, like
the landlubber speedsters, smuggled only alcohol as a
rule. While they were also known to carry more mundane
items, such as French perfume, Swiss watches, and con-
traceptives, these cargoes were uncommon. Other car-
goes, such as narcotics, while val uable, were considered
distasteful. Many of the early smugglers considered
themselves public benefactors, defying an unjust law by
providing what people wanted. Alcohol was harmless
enough, but dope and illegal aliens were reprehensible.
The occasional rumrunner might smuggle guns and
ammunition to a rebellion brewing in the Caribbean, but
the vast maority of the smugglers transported nothing
but alcohal.
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The life of the alcohol smuggler wasn't entirely care-
free. A new breed of pirate began to prowl the eastern
seaboard, looking to pick off smugglers. A common pirate
trick was to board the smuggler posing as customers, then
slaughter the smuggler's crew, dump the bodies over-
board, and strip the smuggler of everything valuable.
From the pirates’ point of view, it didn't matter if they
caught the runner coming or going. They would end up
with a shipload of booze they could sell, or they'd get the
money the smuggler had just made off the sale. Either
way, the pirates made a good haul.

Smugglers were also the targets of scams. One group
of unscrupulous alcohol distributors paid off the Icelandic
fishing vessel Kormak with $600,000 in Confederate
money for its cargo of booze. The family that had owned

Kormak, having sunk their life savings into a single mas-
sive shipment of alcohol, were left stone-broke.

Seafaring smugglers aso had to watch out for the
Coast Guard. The Coast Guard went into Prohibition
enforcement without much in the way of prestige, fund-
ing, or supervision. Many smugglers accused the Coast
Guard of using illegal tactics to make their own profit
from rum smuggling. Smuggler captains complained that
the men of the Coast Guard were little more than govern-
ment pirates, stealing everything movable as they held
boats without cause.

Naturally, rumrunners began to defend themselves. War
surplus provided machine guns and other arms. By hisown
account, McCoy kept at least two Lewis machine guns, sev-
eral Thompson submachi ne guns, half a dozen Winchester

McCoy, the son of a bricklayer, was fascinated by the sea
al his life. McCoy, his father, and his brother Ben started
a boatyard in Jacksonville, Florida. The yard thrived, and
attracted clients like the Vanderbilts and Carnegie, but the
family incurred many debts when they tried to set up a
water taxi service. When they started their business they
had no land competitors, but soon land- based taxi and bus
companies cut into their trade. When Prohi bition arrived,
the brothers were almost broke.

McCoy, now middle aged, started smuggling to reduce
his debts. He felt that the Prohi bition law was an unfair
one. He compared himself to John Hancock, a signatory
to the Declaration of Independence, who had turned to
smuggling to defy unjust tariffs. In 1921 he sold the
motorboat taxi business, and bought a ninety-foot fishing
schooner, the Henry 1. Marshall. with the proceeds. He
then set off for Nassau, and fame and fortune.

His first few trips were so successful that he was soon
able to buy his dream ship, the Arethusa, He hired anot her
crew to sail the Marshall, and ran the Arethusa himself.
He established himself in Nassau and tried to register the
Arethusa there, but had to change the name of his boat to
the Tomoka because there was already an Arethusa on the
Nassau registry. McCoy began to see himself as an admi-
ral of the smuggling fleet, but was swiftly brought dow n
to earth again when the Marshall was captured. The dis-
aster was compounded by McCoy's indiscretion. He had
left detailed written instructions to the captain aboard the
Marshall, and these orders proved that McCoy was the
owner of the smuggler ship. McCoy was forced to go into
hiding. He sailed first for Nova Scotia, and when Nova
Scotia proved dry and inhospitable McCoy went to St.
Pierre et Miquelon. It was the first time any of the alcohol
smugglers had stopped there, and McCoy made friends
who would prove useful in his later career.

Now McCoy armed his ship and kept a crew of tough
ruffians on board. He was able to carryon for a few trips
more, but his love of the Tomoka was his undoing. On 26

William " Bill" McCoy

November 1923 the Coast Guard apprehended him out-
side the three-mile limit after a brief sea fight. McCoy,
seeing that his Tomoka was in danger of being destroyed,
surrendered. Technically the Coast Guard was in the
wrong , in that they shouldn't have acted outside the limit.
However, the guard may have been encouraged by the
negotiations then under way to extend the limit from three
to twelve miles. In any event, McCoy was an American
citizen, though his ship was British registered, which
meant that McCoy was fair game. McCoy was charged
with the Marshall's crimes. On 30 May, 1925, McCoy
went to prison for nine months.

McCoy was released from prison just before
Christmas, 1925. He then announced his retirement. "This
is not repentance," he told the world. "If the racket today
promised half the fun 1've had out of it in the past, I'd
jump into it tomorrow. But the game has altered. .. .
Modern efficiency does away with individual enterprise,
and the spirit of adventure. Big business wants safety and
results, and present-day rumrunning is big business." He
made some judicious investments in Florida real estate,
and lived quietly. He died of a heart attack aboard his
motor cruiser Blue Lagoon on December 30, 1948.

William "Bill" McCoy, 1875?-1948

STR 15 CON 14 SIZ 15 INT 13 POW 13
DEX 16 APP 14 EDU 14 SAN 65 HPI5
Damage Bonus: +1D4.

Weapons: Fist/Punch 75% damage 1D3 + db

Kick 48%, damage 1D6 + db

A5 Revolver 55%, damage 1D 10 + 2

12-Gauge Shotgun 55%, damage 4D6/2D6/1 D6
Thompson Submachine Gun 45%, damage IDW + 2
Skills: Accounting 35%, Bargain 48%), Conceal 60%,
Fast Talk 55%, Listen 60%, Navigate 80%, Pilot Small
Sailing Craft 70%, Pilot Large Sailing Craft 85%,
Persuade 65%, Psychology 25%, Spot Hidden 80%.
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rifles, and several sawed-off shotguns aboard his ship, as
well as a Colt .45 for each crewman. When dealing with
customers, the Lewis guns were aimed at the customer's
ship at al times, while the Thompsons were discreetly hid-
den in furled sails. The smugglers also changed their busi-
ness practices. Rather than sell to just anyone, they often
contracted to sell to specific people before their ship left
harbor, reducing the risk of being attacked or swindled.

The End of the Independents

By the end of 1924 the game was getting too rough for
many independents. T he Coast Guard was becoming more
efficient and aggressive. In addition, the guard had a big-
ger budget, was able to hire more men, and was bringing
Navy surplus destroyers into their fleet. Some smugglers
complained that the guard was in league with the criminal
syndicates, acting to force the small businessman out of
the market. At the same time the criminal syndicates were
beginning to take over the trade. Bill McCoy, the preemi-
nent independent smuggler, dramatically announced his
retirement after his