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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.  
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 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.  
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The Competition  
 

What were other Clubs like?  

 

I hounded Bacchus down dirty steps, between open garbage 

cans, into half - lit dank cellars where grotesque painted 

figures flound ered around on gold - splashed walls.  Belle 

Livingstone, Belle Out of Order  

 

 Illegal drinking establishments had existed long 

before Prohibition. These were the cheaper places, the ones 

that sold bad liquor in unsanitary surroundings. They grew 

like mushroo ms in the darkness of the Bowery. What 

Prohibition did was to make all bars illegal, both the good 

and the bad, so that people who might not otherwise have 

dreamed of drinking in a blind tiger were forced to by the 

new blue laws.  

 Most of the old speakeasi es have long since vanished, 

but enough information remains to make three 

generalizations about them:  

 They were conversions;  

 They were short - term operations;  

 They were illegal in every respect.  
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The interior shown here is Belle Livingstoneôs Country Club. Golf took 

hold of the publicôs imagination in the 1920ôs, and this miniature 

course was as complete as Belle could make it ï even to the water in 

the river.  

 

Picture originally printed in Belle Livingstoneôs Belle Out of Order.  
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Conversions  

 

 As Belle  Livingstone discovered when she returned to 

America in 1927, most of the bars that the new creatures of 

the night frequented were conversions of one kind or 

another, usually unsanitary and unsuitable. The ñtypicalò 

speak (if there ever was such an animal) , was a cellar club 

hidden deep within the bowels of a building. Usually the 

building had never been intended for commercial use, and 

often they had originally been residential. If they had a 

commercial use, it was seldom suited for the heavy traffic 

that a speakeasy would generate. Izzy Einstein, the finest 

Prohibition Agent in New York, discovered speakeasies in 

bird shops, olive oil stores, fish markets, tailors, among 

many other places, and took great pleasure in bringing ñThe 

Assembly of Hebrew Orthodo x Rabbisò to heel. Under the law, 

wine was legal for religious purposes. Consequently Izzy 

found rabbis in the most unlikely places, including empty 

apartments, pool halls, butcher shops and pork stores.  

 Belle in her day operated several of the better - kno wn 

clubs, but her first was One Man House on East 52
nd

. It was 

a residential building, with a ñreticent and simple 

fa­adeò, but the interior was palatial:  

ñBefore me spread a vista down stone steps into a 

lofty Renaissance hall with an Italianate marble f loor and 

vaulted Florentine ceilings. At the far end of the hall 

great doors opened on an exquisite miniature garden . . . 

Beyond a fountain . . . was an old colonnade that in 

perspective seemed to extend a long way; in reality it only 

covered a few feet o f space.ò
7
     

 The original residents of East 52
nd

 could afford to 

lavish money on their homes, and in this instance the 

interiorôs beauty was a tribute to its ownerôs devotion. 

However like the rest he too was put off by the commercial 

developments on hi s street, and rented the house (complete 

with English butler) to Belle for $2,200 a month.  

 Clubs like that were the exception. The rule tended 

more to places like the Club Durant, opened by Jimmy 

Durante and his pals Lou Clayton and Eddie Jackson. 

Durante , who could never say No to anybody, was talked into 

the Durant by a pal who put it in these terms:  

 ñItôs one flight up, over a used- car salesroom. The 

place is twenty feet wide and seventy feet long, and we can 

turn it into a swell joint.ò 

 In the end, D urante said:  

                     
7 Livingstone, Belle, Belle Out of Order  
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 ñWe had to slice off a good bit of space for a 

kitchen. Then we put in twenty - five tables, and seats 

running along the wall, so we could seat about a hundred 

and thirty five . . . the dance floor was the size of a 

postage stamp.ò 

 In other wo rds, in a building that had never been 

intended to house a business of that type, Durante and his 

pals crammed in at least a hundred thirty - five, and 

probably more, and had them dancing, and fed the bunch out 

of a kitchen run by whichever hash - hound they c ould find. 

Sanitation, overcrowding, fire hazards, excess load caused 

by over - use of the space; all these things went by the 

board.  

 One unexpected consequence of these conversions came 

as a result of limited space. The rooms were very small, 

compared to t he pre - war places, and nobody bothered to 

enlarge them. That would have taken money and time. The 

result was the rise of the stand - up comedian. Performers 

like Clayton, Jackson and Durante, hostesses like Belle, 

all had to depend on sheer lung - power to get  their act 

across, since there were no other means of amplifying their 

voices. In the large pre - war rooms they would have been 

drowned out by the buzz of the crowd. In this smaller 

setting, they thrived.  
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Short - Term Operations  

 

 In the pre - war days, a n ightspot might survive for 

years, even decades. During Prohibition, most places 

counted themselves lucky if they survived a season.  

 The Prohibition Bureau, (a forerunner of the modern 

Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms or ATF), padlocked 

some of them . This was no great thing for most clubs. ñWe 

had been padlocked,ò said Durante, but ñnobody gives it a 

second thought.ò Belle was padlocked several times, and 

once was caught fleeing the scene over Manhattan rooftops, 

clad only in red pajamas. For that ex ploit she was given 

thirty days in jail.  

 For most, the crisis was financial. There was a lot of 

money floating around for the taking, but it cost a lot of 

money to run a club. Durante estimated it at $5,000 per 

week, for a high - class place, not including the $10,000 or 

so needed to fit it up to begin with. The rule of thumb 

with 1920ôs dollars is to multiply by fifteen to get the 

modern equivalent; therefore $5,000 per week is 

approximately $75,000 in todayôs money. Liquor prices were 

constantly fluctuatin g and graft, either to pay off the law 

or the mobs, took its toll. If, on top of all that, 

business was slow one week, then it was likely that the 

club would be broke the next.  

 This short - term existence created a live - for - the -

moment mentality in club owne rs. There was no point 

spending time and effort on furnishings if the Bureau was 

only going to chop up the chairs in the next raid. Cheap 

and portable were the watchwords, since you might have to 

move lock stock & bottles in a week or two. Why paint the 

walls, when silk hangings could be put up instead to cover 

them? Many cellar clubs had such voluminous silk awnings 

that they resembled tents, which was a fortunate 

happenstance in the age of Valentinoôs Sheik .  

 Belleôs Silver Room began as a vacant house on Park 

Avenue. At the time Belle was so broke she couldnôt afford 

to pay the electric bill, but:  

 ñI determined to set my new club apart from 

competitors by giving it a silver lining ï applied perforce 

by my own hands ï and as word of what I was doing sprea d, 

all my friends rallied round, prepared to join in the fun 

of making something out of nothing. Whenever anyone asked 

how he could help, I sent him over to Third Avenue for a 

can of paint and a brush.ò 

 Many another club began in much the same way, throug h 

volunteer labor provided by friends or family. A grand 
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front could be built up from such humble beginnings. In 

Belleôs case, too grand; when she asked her bootlegger for 

credit he looked at her silver furnishings and leered, 

ñLady, how do youse get that way?ò  
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This shows the frontage of the Puncheon, with its iron gate. The 

drawing comes from The Yale Record (reprinted in the Iron Gate 1936) 

and was originally published during Prohibition. As with the 21, the 

facade of the Puncheon would have been br ick with stucco.  
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Illegal in Every Respect  

 

 This is best illustrated by the cautionary tale of 

Footsie and the Pole.  

 Footsie was a club owner, a veteran of many failed 

speaks. He finally lucked into a sure thing, a dance hall 

in the basement of a much l arger building. There was a 

problem. A large artificial tree was sunk smack in the 

middle of his dance floor. ñGet that Goddamn thing out of 

my beautiful cabaretò was Footsieôs reaction, but when he 

ripped the bark off of the tree he discovered that it 

con cealed a network of solid girders. Footsie appealed to 

his landlord, who told Footsie that the girder was a key 

piece of the buildingôs steel frame and could not be 

removed.  

 Footsie took action.  

 ñHe got hold of a friend who was a metalworker. 

Together th ey waited until the customers departed and the 

employees ditto. Then they went to work with blowtorches. 

They cut the cellar section of the stem girder right out of 

the building, cut it up into pieces, and carted it away in 

a truck.ò
8
  

 The principle of re dundancy saved the building from 

immediate collapse. No doubt Footsie went bust eventually, 

but the building would have survived long after his cabaret 

had died, assuming that his actions didnôt fatally injure 

it.  

 Speakeasies were illegal; they sold liquo r, after all. 

However it is foolish to assume that, having broken one 

law, club owners kept true to all the others. Any and all 

of the Building Codes would have been routinely broken. 

Most if not all transactions would have been made in cash. 

Professionals , such as architects, would not have been 

involved in this upsurge in clandestine new build. Instead 

a new breed of men who called themselves ñdesignersò took 

center stage.  

 Charlie Berns once observed that there were two ways 

to run a club. Either you ran  ña real secret place, keep it 

quiet,ò or ñrun pretty wide open, and pay off the 

Prohibition people whenever they called aroundò.
9
 Either you 

paid the graft or took your chances. Jimmy Durante ran wide 

open, even to the extent of having an illuminated sign , 

Club Durant , right outside the front of the building. It 

ought to have been Durante , but a spelling error changed 

the name of the club for all time. Jimmy didnôt pay off, 

                     
8 Sylvester, Robert, No Cover Charge  
9 Markey, M orris, Item for a Historian  from The Iron Gate 1936  
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but he was arrested two times for selling liquor. Under New 

Yorkôs Baumes law this could have had serious consequences, 

up to and including life imprisonment.  

 Illegality is a sword that cuts both ways. Club owners 

did not obey the law, and were not protected by the law. 

This didnôt just mean that they were vulnerable to criminal 

activit y, though Charlie Berns once had his throat cut from 

ear to ear in a confrontation at the Red Head. It also 

meant that they were denied access to services that an 

ordinary business would take for granted.  

 One day a flash fire broke out at the Fronton. Ja ck 

and Charlie vacated the premises and the fire department 

arrived. Much activity ensued, and when it was over the 

fire chief, who was a Fronton habitué, tipped the speak 

owners a wink. ñWeôve wrecked the place, think of all the 

money youôll get from the insurance.ò 

 Jack and Charlie were horrified. ñWeôre not insured, 

weôre a speak!ò The fire chief blinked, paused, and then 

said, ñWeôll fix it up for you.ò They did.  
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The 21  

 
New Yorkôs Favorite Club 

 

It can be argued that 21 was not creat ed, but evolved, with 

contributions to what it became from many people. H. Peter 

Kriendler, 21: Every Day Was New Yearôs Eve 

 

 The original building at 21 East 52
nd

 Street was a 

residential brownstone, as would have been all the other 

buildings on that str eet in 1929. It looked innocuous, 

perfectly ordinary, which was why Jack and Charlie chose it 

for their new club after the Puncheon was bought out from 

under them.  

 Jack and Charlie were not the only ones to see how the 

streetôs placid exterior could help hide a nightclub. One 

day Jack and pal Robert Benchley decided to make an 

informal survey, buying a drink at each place they found. 

They started at 6
th

 Avenue and went east, on the south side 

of the street. Then when they reached 5
th

 Avenue they 

crossed to  the north side of the street and worked their 

way back west to 6
th

 Avenue. They had to give in before they 

fell down, but the next day (presumably after the hangover) 

the explorers consulted their notes and found names and 

addresses of 38 speakeasies, on that short expedition 

alone.  

 Victorian buildings of the brownstone type have 

certain common characteristics. To a Victorian designer, 

ñstone walls are preferable to all others because of their 

strength and durability, their naturalness, and their 

handsome, bold expression,ò and furthermore, ñnothing can 

compare, for rich and highly finished work, with the brown 

sandstone, such as that obtained from Connecticut and New 

Jersey.ò
10

 However those who could not afford stone, as in 

this instance, chose instead to  use brick masonry, which 

could then be covered with stucco to give the appearance of 

stone.  

The interior framework would have been timber, 

probably spruce or hemlock wood. All the floorboards would 

have been pine wood, which at that time was extremely 

co mmon in America. Pine was beloved of architects like 

Sloan because it was cheap, easy to obtain, simple to work 

and durable. ñThe grain is smooth and firm, and the body of 

the tree is quite free from knots.ò
11

 

                     
10 Sloan, Samuel, Sloanôs Victorian Buildings 
11 Sloan, Samuel, Sloanôs Victorian Buildings 
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 The roof would have been clad either with lead  or tin. 

Tin was preferable to lead because it was much cheaper, and 

in fact tin found its way into the building in several 

forms.  The guttering would have been made of plain tin, as 

would the heating pipes.  

The frontage of the house would have been deco rated 

with stucco. Victorian designers were fond of its 

malleability, and clever use of it ñpresents a unique and 

inviting appearance and would voluntarily suggest an outlay 

of double the amount [spent].ò
12

 In fact the designs tended 

to be elaborate, since Victorian designers believed that 

ñsimplicity of design resulted from vacuity of thought.ò
13

 

Particular favorite themes included Italianate (on the 

Renaissance model), Oriental (via the Arabian Nights), and 

Greek (Classical). A sketch of the exterior made b y Frank 

Applegate Buchanan, the designer of the 21, survives. 

Though Mr. Buchanan does not provide great detail, it is 

plain that the original stucco front would have been in the 

Italianate style (which in the UK would have been called 

Palladian), complete  with pediment and columns.  

One feature peculiar to the uptown New York 

brownstones and their downtown iron - front cousins is the 

ornamental ironwork, seen at the 21 in the front gate, 

fence and balcony. These would have been quite common in 

1929, and every  house on East 52
nd

 would have had a similar 

arrangement. Belle Livingstone liked the gates in 

particular for her clubs, feeling that they ñwould be 

useful in keeping out Federal agents and undesirable 

thirsties. Besides, they gave the place the appearance  of a 

fortified castle and would create in me the illusion that I 

was again a sort of chatelaine.ò
14

 

In fact those gates and the iron balcony were children 

of war. After the American Civil War, firms that had up 

until that point churned out armor plating fo r ironclads 

found themselves facing oblivion. To stave off bankruptcy, 

those firms turned their hand to residential work, and 

managed to persuade their clients that what they really 

needed was a massive iron - fronted façade.  

The famous 21 Gate is actually not part of the 

original house, but instead belonged to its immediate 

predecessor, the Puncheon. When the end came for 42 West 

49
th

, Jack and Charlie hosted a demolition party for New 

Yearôs, and the assembled throng took great pleasure in 

tearing the Punc heon apart. In a last - minute gesture as 

                     
12 Bicknell, A.J., Bicknellôs Victorian Buildings 
13 Brown, Henry Collins, Brownstone Fronts and Saratoga Trunks  
14 Livingstone, Belle, Belle Out of Order  
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they were leaving, someone yelled ñLetôs take the gate!ò 

They did, and the iron gate became a 21 icon that belonged 

originally to the Puncheon.  
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The façade of 21 West 52 nd, as it would have appeared in 1929. Sk etch by 

Frank Applegate Buchanan, originally printed in the Iron Gate 1936. 

Note the pediment and pillars, which would shortly be removed. The 

original front entrance in the lower left corner, which would then have 

been brick with stucco render, would be r eplaced by the Puncheonôs iron 

gate. The iron balcony would also be altered; today it is a single, not 

a double balcony.  
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1929 ï The Beginning  

 

 When Jack and Charlie were given notice to quit 

the Puncheon, their dilemma was location. They didnôt want 

to r ent any more, but neither did they want to move out of 

their neighborhood. Due to what Charlie called ñproper 

thanks on both sidesò they had built up a good working 

relationship with the police and other authorities, as well 

as a loyal clientele. Moving to  a different neighborhood 

would risk all that.  

Which was why they paid $100,000 for 21 West 52
nd

. They 

had other options on the table (including a $40,000 

building, which in fact they did buy, at the same time they 

bought 21), but the location, not two bl ocks away from the 

old Puncheon, was ideal.  

To refit the building, they hired Frank Applegate 

Buchanan. Mr. Buchanan has been described variously as an 

architect, an engineer and a designer, but in fact he 

described himself as ñartistò in the 1930 census. His 

previous experience included a stint as art director at 

Culberhouse, Stamper & Ruskin, a theatrical enterprises 

firm, in 1925. H. Peter Kriendler called Buchanan a 

ñconsultant and designer to clubs and hotels of 

distinction.ò Mr. Buchanan also worked on the West Palm 

Beach Hotel in Florida, and the Sleepy Hollow Country Club 

in New Yorkôs Westchester County. 

Many New York clubs had more than a touch of the 

theatre about them. They could be extremely elaborate. 

Belleôs Country Club had an indoor golf course, complete 

with water hazard, to which squifflicated college boys once 

introduced live eels only to have them wriggle all over the 

green. The Plantation Club boasted a village within a 

building. The interior was a southern plantation, complete 

with log cabins, picket fences, a (painted) twinkling 

summer sky and a watermelon moon. Itôs said that the 

original Aunt Jemima, freed slave Nancy Green, was a 

featured attraction, flipping pancakes on the griddle in 

one of the log cabins.  

However Mr. Buchanan had other ideas for the 21. The 

building was to be kept much as it was. The exterior, 

naturally, remained unchanged, since its air of domestic 

respectability was what Jack and Charlie were after. The 

interior, and in particular the first two floors of this 

fou r - storey building, were what Buchanan was to work on.  

The layout of the rooms was left as it had been when 

the building had been a one - family residence. The only 
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addition was a library - sized barroom beyond the lobby. The 

intent of the barroom décor was to evoke an English pub 

feel, and so Frank Buchanan installed a beamed ceiling, 

polished up the wooden floor, and put plaques and drinking 

signs on the walls. The nine - foot bar took up half the 

available space, and the remainder was devoted to eight 

tables. ñThe exclusivity of the seating was built in,ò says 

Kaytor,
15

 and exclusivity has remained a feature of the 21.  

The upper floor was the site of the 21ôs baronial 

dining rooms. The front room featured crystal chandelier, 

velvet, palms and white linen, while t he back had medieval 

hanging tapestries (original to the house, not added by 

Buchanan) and sober wooden wall paneling. The contrast was 

plain. In the barroom, informality ruled; in the upper 

reaches, the great and the good were made to feel 

comfortable.  

These were the only rooms used by the 21 as club 

rooms. The remaining two floors had other uses, as offices, 

private apartments or studies, and liquor caches, of which 

more later.  

Jack and Charlie would over time add to the decor, 

since both (though Jack muc h more so) were keen collectors 

who chose to display their acquisitions in the club.  

The first thing guests saw as they entered the club 

was the foyer, which was deliberately built to be 

formidable. The front door was iron - fronted, with a grill -

covered win dow so the doorman could see who was waiting 

outside. Once in, the hopeful stood in a dimly lit room, in 

front of an imposing desk behind which sat Jimmy of the 

Front Door, who gave the yea or nay. If allowed beyond that 

point, they were welcome at the 21.  This initial level of 

security was all that the club had to keep Bureau agents at 

bay, as well as what Belle would have called ñundesirable 

thirsties.ò 

The other level of security was more modest. The 

curtains were drawn; no natural light was allowed in. This 

cost the club $300 per month on electricity alone, but it 

was worth it to ensure nobody could see inside.
16

 It would 

have made the 21 a gloomy, cave - like place at times, but 

then, the competition would have had exactly the same 

problem.    

                     
15 Kaytor, Marilyn, 21: The Life & Times of New Yorkôs Favorite Club 
16 from Fortune  magazine, reprinted in The Iron Gate: 1936  
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This sketch by Frank Applegate Buchanan, which appeared in the 

Iron Gate of 1936, shows the original 21 bar. Buchananôs inspiration 

was the English country pub. Note the exposed beams overhead and the 

wooden ósupportsô behind the bar. The plaster render on the walls has 

been treated in the sgraffito style, and today the 21 bar still 

features plaster render in the same style.  
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This picture, taken in 1933, shows the 21 bar in operation. The wooden 

ósupportsô are all but hidden behind an array of memorabilia, which 

would have been bought by Jack, Charlie or Frank Buchanan for the club. 

The wall plaque ñBiting his name in it,ò was one of several brought in 

by Buchanan to enhance the pub feel. Those plaques are still in place 

today. The stucco render can be clearl y seen in this picture. Less 

clear is the shelf disposal system, which would have been located 

behind the bar where the glasses appear in this photograph.  

 

This picture was originally taken for Fortune magazine, and was 

reprinted in The Iron Gate 1936.  
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The bar seating area as it would have appeared in the 1930s. The 

sgraffito is evident, as is wooden wall paneling at seating level. The 

plaques and brass ornaments are reminiscent of English pub life.


