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Historical Background  

 
Prohibition in New York City  

 

Examine your bill when the waiter presents it. Remember 

even they are human beings and liable to err ï 

intentionally or otherwise.  Barney Gallant, owner of Club 

Gallant.  

 

 On 16
th

 January, 1920, Prohibition became Federal law 

in the US. It w as illegal to make, sell or transport 

alcohol.  

 Most people assumed that the liquor laws would be 

enforced. William H. Anderson, superintendent of the New 

York Anti - Saloon League (ASL), taunted drinkers: ñBe a good 

sport about it. No more falling off the w ater wagon. Uncle 

Sam will help you keep your pledge.ò Prohibition was, after 

all, part of the Constitution, and so was as near 

sacrosanct as any American law can be. There would be a 

short grace period; liquor that had been bought pre -

Prohibition could be  bonded and, provided it was never 

transported, kept for consumption. Those stocks would, of 

course, be depleted soon enough, and then America would 

become a truly Dry nation.  

 This sent many businesses straight to the wall. The 

Broadway glitter palaces, r estaurants and clubs depended on 

liquor sales for their profit margin. Grim - faced, John 

Barleycornôs mourners turned out on the 15
th

 January to bid 

their favorite haunts farewell. The wakes that they held 

for Barleycorn were, they knew, symbolic of their o wn 

businessô demise.
1
 Black edged invitations went out to the 

faithful. At Maxims, six burly waiters stood in for 

pallbearers, and carried Barleycorn in state to the 

assembled mourners. Afterward, the ñashesò, (Maximôs 

remaining stock of booze), was distri buted to the 

gathering. There was no point in keeping it.  

 Some of the old places tried to keep their doors open, 

but it was a lost cause. ñWe canôt go at a profit on soft 

drinks,ò Thomas Shanley of Shanleyôs said, ñWe obey the law 

and lose money, and we canôt afford that.ò Soon the last of 

the large, expensively decorated golden palaces had shut 

down.  

 Speakeasies took their place.  

                     
1 BROADWAY TO HEAR WAILS OF WET MOURNERS TONIGHT, NY Herald 15 January 

1920.  

 



 5 

 They were a new kind of club, for a new breed of 

drinker. They werenôt built out on the corner of the 

street, for passing t rade. ñIt was too public, like running 

a counterfeiting press in Macyôs window.ò
2
 They were hidden 

away, in back rooms, in cellars, on rooftops, behind 

screens and hidden doors, behind iron gates, quiet, 

innocuous, obscure. They were everywhere and nowhere . They 

had no addresses, but, if you were in the know, you knew 

where they were. Perhaps you were a member, and had a card 

to prove it. Perhaps you simply knew, from a friend of a 

friend, that if you knocked on a particular door at a 

certain hour and spoke  a magic phrase, youôd be let into a 

land of alcoholic wonder.  

 Perhaps, if you were lucky enough, you were allowed to 

pass through the sacred portals of Jack and Charlieôs, at 

21 West 52
nd

 Street. ñBe prepared to fight if you donôt 

agree with its habitué s that itôs the best place in town,ò 

Hirschfeld wrote, ñAn example of what decorative restraint, 

spaciousness, excellent cuisine, and nonpareil beverages 

can do for a place . . . Thank me.ò
3
  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                     
2 Walker, Stanley, The Night Club Era  
3 Hirschfeld, Al, The Speake asies of 1932  
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Greenwich Village and Uptown  

 
The Odys sey  

 
In some ways the night - club business is the worst in the 

world, and in other ways itôs just swell. Anyway, I 

wouldnôt have missed it for a million dollars and a nose 

like John Barrymoreôs. Jimmy Durante, Night Clubs  

 

 The story of Jack and Charlieôs begins in the depths 

of Greenwich Village, where the minnows of the trade were 

spawned and grew, or died. Later they moved uptown, to 

where the sharks of the liquor business swam.  

 Greenwich Village, at the beginning of the 1920s, had 

just undergone a soci al upheaval. It had begun life as a 

backwater and stubbornly maintained its identity throughout 

the years. It scorned the New York street grid system, 

keeping its old - fashioned maze of little alleys, side 

streets and oddly shaped city blocks. It was perfec t for 

bohemia, and by 1911 the Village had been adopted by the 

artists, poets and dreamers who were in favor of ñanything 

so long as it was taboo in the Midwest.ò
4
  

 However in 1917 the Village was forcibly reunited with 

the rest of the city. A new thoroug hfare was built south of 

14
th

 Street, cutting the old Village in two, and a new 

subway line was driven under it. New Villagers, encouraged 

by these transport links, moved into the Village and made 

it their own. ñWe came because the living was cheap, 

becaus e friends of ours had come already (and had written 

us letters full of enchantment)ò
5
 In their wake came the 

tourists, lured by lurid tales of free love and similar 

sins.  

 With this new wave came the speakeasies. The low rents 

and the swelling customer ba se encouraged them. Anyone 

could open a Village dive for a couple of bucks. It would 

pay for itself ten times over, or fold, as so many others 

had, to be replaced by yet another little tearoom or social 

club.  

Uptown, on the other hand, was where ñthe whales and 

sharks of the racketò
6
 flourished. That was where the money 

was, and the wettest streets in town by far were those 

clustered around West 52
nd

. These neighborhoods had been 

among the most exclusive residential districts in 

                     
4 Burns, Sanders and Ades, New York, An Illustrated History  
5 Cowley, Malcolm, from New York, An Illustrated History   
6 Walker, Stanley, Night Club Era  
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Manhattan, with its iron - fro nted brownstones proclaiming 

their ownersô wealth and status for the world to see. 

However this changed in 1926 when the area was rezoned 

to allow Commercial developments as well as Residential. 

Some of the brownstones became genteel boarding homes, and 

sh ortly afterward degenerated into less fashionable rooming 

houses. This prompted a general flight from the area, as 

the former residents felt the neighborhood was becoming 

less exclusive. Each shuttered house meant, sooner or 

later, another boarding home, a nd on the heels of the 

boarding homes came the speakeasies.  

 Jack Kriendler and Charlie Berns began their club 

career in 1922. They were students, poor, and keenly 

interested in anything that could help finance their future 

careers. Charlie was studying l aw; his cousin Jack wanted 

to be a pharmacist. Thanks to a stroke of good fortune, a 

Village tea room fell into their laps for almost nothing, 

(it had been collateral for a bad debt), and they went into 

the booze business to finance their studies. They cal led 

their club the Red Head, on account of its old - fashioned 

red - printed wallpaper.  

 In 1925 they decided to move upmarket, and took over a 

club on Washington Place for $3,000. They called it the 

Fronton. This location didnôt suit them, mainly because the 

local police department insisted on a 1 a.m. curfew. When 

the Independent subway line roared through and swallowed up 

the Fronton, Jack and Charlie were happy to go elsewhere.  

 In 1926 they rented a fashionable townhouse at 42 West 

49
th

 Street, one of th e many that had been rezoned 

Commercial. This became the Puncheon. Jack, always a snob 

at heart, nearly closed the place down by insisting on the 

Puncheonôs exclusivity, but wiser heads prevailed. ñJack 

supplied looks and charm,ò Charlie Berns said later, ñWhile 

I supplied only brains.ò   

 While this was a more suitable location, it was not to 

last. Their landlord, Columbia University, sold the 

property to the Rockefellers so they could build the 

Rockefeller Center. By this time Jack and Charlie were sick 

of being told what to do and where to go. They wanted to 

own, not rent. In late 1928 they bought 21 West 52
nd

 for 

$100,000, intending to renovate the building throughout 

1929 and eventually open it on New Yearôs Day, 1930. 

 Fate intervened, and the Stock Ma rket imploded. Jack 

and Charlie hurriedly reassessed their options. Could they 

afford to open? ñWe work for the long haul, not the short 

profit,ò Charlie Berns decreed, and as a result of that 

decision The 21 Club was born.  
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This Iron Gate advertisement , artist unknown, gives a sketch view of 

the frontages of each of Jack and Charlieôs establishments. The 21 

facade shown is the 1936, not the 1929 version. The pillars and 

pediment have been removed, and the dotted line clearly indicates where 

21 West 52 nd meets 19 West 52 nd.  

 

This sketch was originally printed in the Iron Gate 1936.  

 


