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It was an era famous for its bootleggers, mobsters and
hidden speakeasies. On Jan 17, 1920, the 18th
Amendment of the US Constitution came into force,

ushering in Prohibition in America. A century later, the
country has yet to fully turn the page on that raucous
chapter in its history. Back in the day, two large owls
adorned the bar of the luxurious Belvedere Hotel in
Baltimore. Without anyone ever saying a word, clients of
the hotel knew to keep a close eye on the birds.

If the owls were blinking, the party could start: The
signal the bar had just taken delivery of a new stock of
illicit booze, there were no police around and thirsty
patrons could wet their beaks. Prohibition left behind a
plethora of such stories and has long been romanticized
by Hollywood in movies such as “The Untouchables” and
“The Road to Perdition” as well as any number of black-
and-white gangster flicks, while US literature was deeply
affected by the era.

More recently there has been a revival of bars mod-
elling themselves on the classic speakeasies of the
Roaring Twenties, those concealed watering holes
where clients could down bootleg liquor and beer away
from prying eyes.  

‘Noble experiment’ 
“There is a nostalgia for the 1920s. You’re talking

about the mythology of it. Some of it was romanticized,
the gangsters, the organized crime aspect of things,” said
historian Michael Walsh, sitting in the Owl Bar, which still
features one of the famous owls. Walsh said the signifi-
cance of Prohibition went way beyond the need to tackle
what was then rampant alcohol abuse - to touch on a
whole range of facets of American life. 

“It’s religion, politics, gender, ethnicity, race,” he said.
“There was a huge amount of spousal abuse, so you have
the women forming movements, one of them being the
Women’s Christian Temperance Union, that really kind of

spearheads this fight against alcohol consumption and
abuse in America at the time.”

The “noble experiment,” as president Herbert Hoover
called it, ended in 1933 after Franklin D Roosevelt
became president of a country in the depths of the Great
Depression. The 18th Amendment, which banned the pro-
duction, sale and transport of alcohol, is the only consti-
tutional amendment ever to have been repealed.
Organized crime had hit epidemic proportions across the
country, led by mob bosses like Al Capone. 

But for Walsh, who has written a book on the subject,
Prohibition was far from being a total failure. “It’s much
more ambiguous than just saying it’s all black or white.
There’s a lot of grey, as everything is,” he said. He said
the “divorce rate goes down, which implies hopefully that
the home life is getting better. Cases of liver cirrhosis go
down, intakes at asylums are down during that decade.”

Phil Collins for president! 
After repeal, the regulation of alcohol was left to indi-

vidual states, which themselves sometimes delegated
rule-making to local jurisdictions. That resulted in a
patchwork of laws that sometimes varied from county to
county, parish to parish and even from town to town.
There are to this day hundreds of “dry counties” and
“dry towns” across the United States, most of them in
Bible Belt states like Kentucky and Arkansas, where sales
of alcohol are banned or restricted.

That is even the case in Moore County, Tennessee,
home to the distillery of world famous whiskey producers
Jack Daniels. Another hangover from that bygone era,
though a less well known one, is the temperance move-
ment known as the Prohibition Party. Founded in 1869, it
is the third-oldest US political party and has a camel as
its symbol, just as the Democrats have a donkey and the
Republicans an elephant. This November, it will field a
presidential candidate, just as it does every four years.

“After Prohibition was repealed, there were still some
people agreeing with the party’s principles of trying to
remind people that alcohol can have harmful effects on
people, diseases or drink and driving related deaths,”
said the party’s presidential candidate, Phil Collins.
Collins - not to be mistaken with the British singer who
gave up the sauce after developing pancreatitis from

excess drinking - hopes to beat the 5,000 votes won by
his predecessor in 2016, far behind the successful candi-
date Donald Trump. Trump, whose elder brother Fred
died of alcoholism, says that he never touches the stuff.
He has not, however, suggested reintroducing
Prohibition. Or at least, not yet. — AFP 

Kevin Tobin prepares drinks at the Owl bar in Baltimore, Maryland on Jan 9, 2020. — AFP 

Acentury after the United States
clamped down on alcohol and
ushered in the Prohibition era,

speakeasies are once again popping up
behind hidden doors and luring in rev-
elers seeking fancy cocktails with an
illicit 1920s vibe. Just a few blocks from
the White House in downtown
Washington, a steady stream of
lawyers, diplomats and lobbyists hurry
along the sidewalk of K Street, oblivi-
ous to the fact that as their offices close
for the night, a basement bar invisible
from the street is starting to fill up.

Drinkers enter The Mirror at the
bottom of some steps that look at first
glance like they lead to an empty store.
The place smells vaguely of urine and
the walls are bare but for some graffiti
and a “For Rent” sign. An imposing mir-
ror in this strange space reveals itself
to be a door to a hidden bar. In creat-
ing this hard-to-find entrance, The
Mirror’s two owners wanted to “pay
tribute to these great cocktail bars of
the past.”

The original speakeasies sprang up
after Congress passed the 18th
Amendment, which in 1920 banned the
production, sale and transport of alco-
hol, and stayed in business until the
law’s repeal in 1933. Known only to
those with contacts on the inside, the
illicit drinking holes were set up in
basements or concealed rooms and got
their name from their clients’ need to
speak softly to avoid betraying their
presence to the police or suspicious
neighbors. 

Roaring Twenties 
In the early 2000s, a few bars in

New York revived the tradition of
passwords or codes to get through the
door, but the trend of the new
speakeasies has only really taken off in
the past decade. Aside from a penchant
for hard-to-find doorways, they share
a taste for decor inspired by the
Roaring Twenties as well as a broad
range of cocktails, the favored bever-
age of Americans in the wild years of
the Jazz Age.

“We wanted to do a little bit of a
different spin,” The Mirror co-owner
Jeff Coles told AFP in the half-light of

his bar, noting the contemporary music
that was playing rather than the 1920s
soundtrack of many such establish-
ments. “A lot of people are looking for
sort of an intimate atmosphere,” he
said. “As long as you go in the shadows,
no one really knows you’re there. We’re
very big with daters,” he said.

Sitting on his own, Monty Hobbs is a
regular who has brought a number of
his dates to the subterranean bar. They
often text him from outside, confused
about how to get in, but he believes the
darkness favors his look. “I’m a pale
guy with red hair and red beard, so
bright lights do not bring out my best
features,” said the 44-year-old digital
marketing manager.

Word of mouth 
The lighting is less subdued at

Capo, another speakeasy in the US
capital, although the bar’s entrance is
even more cunningly disguised. Most
passers-by simply take the place to be
a straight-up Italian delicatessen,
unaware that behind the door of what
looks like a cold storage room is in fact
a concealed bar. “We’ve had people
come to this deli for a month, if not a
year, and have no idea that we’re back
here,” said manager Rohit Malhotra.

When the door opens, confusion
often breaks out among the deli’s cus-
tomers. “They start pointing out and
say, ‘I think I saw a bar,’ ‘No, no you’re
crazy,’ ‘No, the guy walked into the
freezer...’ That’s a fun moment.” Like
most of its counterparts, Capo’s repu-
tation has largely spread by word of
mouth, although its fame has been bur-
nished by Instagrammers fascinated
with its trick shopfront.

“You have to cater for the millenni-
als,” said Patrick Zarifeh, Capo’s gener-
al manager, who said his clientele came
not just for a drink but for an “experi-
ence”. These 21st century speakeasies
are sometimes accused of being elitist
and lacking authenticity - not a charge
that could be levelled at the The
Mirror’s former owner, whose estab-
lishment, then called “The Speak”, was
twice shut down for want of an ade-
quate liquor license. — AFP 

A man enters the hidden entrance, at an office building basement level, of “The
Mirror” Speakeasy bar in Washington on Jan 3, 2020. 

Pizza joints and popcorn stands jostle for attention all along the
boardwalk in Ocean City, New Jersey - but good luck finding a
drink. A full century after the Prohibition era began in America,

being dry has become a trademark for the beachside resort. In between
ads for local churches, signs posted all along the Atlantic serve as a stern
warning to anyone tempted to crack open a beer on the beach: “Alcoholic
beverages prohibited. Strictly enforced. Fine $275.” 

Although Prohibition ended nationwide in 1933, the island of 11,000
residents is one of hundreds of American cities and jurisdictions that con-
tinue to ban alcohol sales. Restaurant menus offer a choice of hot drinks,
water and sodas, and - although as many as 150,000 people flood the
resort during summer weekends - it doesn’t have a single bar.

Founded in the late 19th century by Methodists who wanted to turn it
into a Christian resort, Ocean City is what is known as a “dry town”.
Alcohol production and sales have been outlawed there since 1909, a
decade before Prohibition was ushered in nationwide on Jan 17, 1920. A
century later, very little has changed. You can drink a glass of wine in the
privacy of your own home, but to do so you need to trek to one of the
large liquor stores strategically placed at the end of the bridges onto the
island - often jammed with traffic during high season.

Tense referendum 
Drinkers or not, residents have embraced their town’s sobriety with a

certain pride, particularly in comparison to less virtuous neighbors along
the Jersey shore. The city’s slogan is “America’s greatest family resort”.
The casinos and strip clubs of neighboring Atlantic City, a major hub for

organized crime during Prohibition, are less than half an hour away by car.
Most of the surrounding beaches are filled with hordes of young

partiers. Eric Plyler, a graphic designer who spent his childhood vacations
in Ocean City, created the “Dry Island” brand to celebrate its “most
unique characteristic”. The design, drawing visual and verbal inspiration
from the Prohibition era, is emblazoned on mugs, baseball caps and T-
shirts filling the shelves of the 26-year-old’s store on main street.

“People appreciate the fact that it being dry improves the value of life
here, but it doesn’t mean that they don’t like alcohol,” said the bearded
young entrepreneur - himself a fan of craft beers. “It just means that it’s
something that we can hold on to as a claim to fame.” 

So when a local business owner in 2012 gathered enough signatures to
hold a referendum on whether customers could bring their own bottle of
beer or wine into restaurants, some, like Drew Fasy, saw it as a threat to
the city’s image. “If you have a successful brand, you don’t mess with it.
Nobody is gonna change McDonald’s golden arches,” said the former real
estate agent. He is adamant about not letting Ocean City go the way of
other Jersey shore towns, which are “built around alcohol”, in his opinion.

‘Gray area’ 
The 2012 BYOB (“bring your own bottle”) referendum sharply divided

the city. Opponents were accused of being religious zealots. Supporters
of seeking to open the flood gates to debauchery. Chris and Sharon
Hoffmann, owners of the Captain Bob’s restaurant, said they have been
boycotted for calling for a little more flexibility when it comes to alcohol.
“It was a little nerve-wracking,” recalled Sharon Hoffman. “People who
would make reservations but not show up. We had people who smashed
our flower pots, someone who sliced my tire. It was heated.”

As it turned out, the “no” to BYOB won a comfortable two-thirds
majority, but the couple has since found a way to work around local alco-
hol laws by privatizing their restaurant. Patrons pay $10 per table to join
the “Foodies Dinner Club” and are then able to bring their own bottle, as if
they were going over to a friend’s house to eat. Approved by local author-
ities, the concept is catching on in the island - where high-end restaurants
are almost nonexistent due to the fact owners are unable to offer alcoholic
beverages with meals. “Why should I have to leave the island to get a
good dinner?” lamented Chris Hoffmann. That said neither he nor his wife
would dream of pushing for alcohol to be legalized throughout the city.
“You have to respect the culture,” he said. — AFP 

A man walks near a sign on the Ocean City music pier in Ocean City, New Jersey on
Jan 8, 2020. — AFP photos 

A sign warning of consuming alcoholic beverages is seen on the
boardwalk in Ocean City.

A family walks by a fountain donated by women during the Temperance
movement in Ocean City. The Temperance movement was a social move-
ment against the consumption of alcoholic beverages in the 19th and early
20th century.

The mural on a cafe is reflected in a puddle of water in Ocean City.


