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New York City Deputy Police Commissioner John A. Leach, right, watching prohibition
agents pour liquor into sewer, 1921. Wikimedia Commons

Wet Reportage in Dry Manhattan
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Abstract: During the early years of federal alcohol prohibition, a highly styl-
ized, politically charged subgenre of literary journalism that concentrated
on dry laws’ ambiguous, sometimes disturbing implications for modern life,
thrived in the United States. The basic aspects of this historical subgenre,
described here as wer reportage, are introduced. Wet reportage featured the
use of writing techniques usually reserved for fiction, that is, attention to
quotidian aspects of prohibition-era urban life and culture, negative valua-
tions of prohibition and various efforts to control public behavior and cen-
sor expression seen as connected to dry laws, as well as positive valuations of
alcohol, nightlife, and unfettered urban amusements. The study examines
wet reportage through the lens of a group of unafhiliated journalists who
covered life and culture in New York City: Helen Bullitt Lowry, Benjamin
De Casseres, Charles J. Rosebault, Don Marquis, Dan Carey, and other
dabblers. The analysis focuses on the years 1919-1924, a period when alco-
hol prohibition was enforced with some degree of success. The story of dry
Manhattan’s wet journalists is a reminder that the personal, participatory
techniques of storytelling associated with literary journalism offer potent
means to engage elusive truths about modern life and culture and to criti-
cize perplexing political realities.

... and yet the Truth | Sometimes sits near me in this tavern booth.

117

— Don Marquis, “In an Old-Time Tavern Booth: To Ben De Casseres”™
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During the early years of federal law prohibiting alcoholic beverages, a
stylistically innovative, politically charged form of literary journalism
thrived in the United States. This popular, transitory tradition of literary jour-
nalism, described as wer reportage, explored “dry” laws” ambiguous implica-
tions for modern urban life in the United States. Tasked with covering life
and culture for various popular publications, practitioners of wet reportage
harnessed writing techniques conventionally reserved for fiction, attended to
the quotidian, and presented negative valuations of prohibition and positive
valuations of saloon culture, wet politics, and urban nightlife. Focusing on
journalism centered in New York City, the heart of U.S. nightlife culture, this
study offers a critical introduction to this important, albeit transient chapter
of U.S. literary journalism history.

Scholars have long considered what federal dry laws—Wartime Prohibi-
tion (July 1919—January 1920) and National Prohibition (January 1920-De-
cember 1933%)—meant for U.S. life and culture.® They have analyzed how
the demise of the saloon reshaped nightlife, sexual norms, marital relations,
courtship practices, and social reform movements in cities such as New York
and Chicago.* Scholars have traced the consequences of dry laws for sexual
minorities.” They have also explored Prohibition-era Harlem’s development
into an internationally recognized center of U.S. nightlife and Black culture.®
Meanwhile, scholars of media history have considered the “dry spell’s” impli-
cations for the journalism industry.” They have explored New York City as a
key site for numerous prohibition-era developments across popular culture,
art, and entertainment, from the emergence of U.S. radio and motion pic-
ture industries, to literary developments within poetry, the novel, and literary
magazines in the United States.® Notably, Michael Lerner has analyzed how
The New Yorker, founded in 1925, found initial success by cultivating a “repu-
tation as a chronicler of New York City nightlife” in dry Manhattan.

Yet a review of the extant literature leaves the misleading impression that
few notable journalistic attempts to cope artfully with prohibition appeared
prior to 1925. In introducing the subgenre of wet reportage, this study be-
gins to address this gap in literary journalism history. The wet journalists of
dry Manhattan were a largely unafhiliated cadre tasked with covering daily
life, popular culture, and nightlife for prominent publications such as 7he
New York Times. They included Benjamin DeCasseres, (or “De Casseres”),'
Don Marquis, Helen Bullitt Lowry, Charles J. Rosebault, Dan Carey, Oscar
“Odd” Mclntyre, and Herbert Corey. Scant scholarly attention has hitherto
been paid to these writers’ journalistic output.

The present study focuses on relevant works by practitioners of wet jour-
nalism (or wet journalists) between 1919 and 1924, a period when National
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Prohibition was enforced somewhat successfully, before the “widespread vio-
lation” period of 1925-1927."" Wet journalists wielded available techniques
of literary journalism in innovative ways to cope with prohibition’s puzzling,
sometimes ugly, implications; to capture elusive everyday urban realities; to
memorialize disappearing spaces and conventions of prewar barroom culture;
and to articulate irony-laden, comical, and stinging critiques of prohibition-
ism. As federal prohibition enforcement sparked radical cultural transforma-
tions across New York City, wet reportage emerged as a novel literary jour-
nalistic tradition oriented towards framing alcohol consumption positively,
honoring fading features of prewar saloon society, exposing prohibition’s
murky implications for urban life, and advocating for a relatively unfettered,
liberalized amusement and entertainment landscape.

Stranger Than Prohibition

s do other literary journalists, wet journalists drew upon techniques tra-

ditionally associated with fiction and regularly attended to interstitial
aspects of ordinary life, including routine and transitory urban encounters.
Literary journalists tell z7ue stories while “blur[ring] the distinction between
fact and fiction.”** Unlike traditional news reporters, narrative reporters ex-
periment with irony, satire, and original prose styles, or incorporate extensive
dialogue and characterization into reporting. They expand the boundaries of
journalism by attending to everyday events and ordinary rituals."> However,
they nevertheless remain committed to the truth. While individual writers
doubtless disagree regarding how to properly make and evaluate truth claims,
literary journalists generally agree that to get at the truth, one must go beyond
conventional reporting methods and eschew the widespread industry ideal
of detached, objective reporting. As John C. Hartsock has argued, literary
journalism has the “courage to acknowledge a phenomenal world that is fun-
damentally indeterminate.”'* Without embracing empiricist notions, literary
journalists attempt to reach the truth and cover elusive realities by construct-
ing their own experiences and perceptions in detail and, to differing degrees,
by participating in the story.” Additionally, they concentrate on lived sen-
sations and dwell on journalists’ predispositions, personal associations, and
necessarily limited apprehension of realities.'®

Famously, the New Journalists of the 1960s enlisted techniques culled
from fiction to build “a more direct connection with the reality and the spirit
of the times.”"” They rejected traditional journalism’s empiricist assumptions,
casting the ideal of “objectivity” as counterproductive to the reporter’s task
of expressing truths."® Manhattan’s wet journalists, too, adapted literary de-
vices for documentary purposes, involving readers in the vagaries of urban life
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while emphasizing the journalist’s necessarily partial apprehension of reality.
Wet journalists built upon earlier traditions of literary journalism, includ-
ing the exposé forms pioneered by Nellie Bly, Nell Nelson, female “stunt”
reporters, and Chicago’s Whitechapel Club," Stephen Crane’s detached, “cin-
ematic” urban literary “sketches,””’; the more engaged, impressionistic style
developed by James Gibbons Huneker,?! and the dialogue-rich approach pro-
moted by Lincoln Steffens.”?

Additionally, wet reportage developed in connection with international
developments in the domains of “modernist” literature and journalism.” In-
deed, in shunning the standard of detached, “objective” reporting, practi-
tioners expressed a motif present in Billy Wilder’s early fewilleton-inspired
articles, written in Berlin in the late 1920s.%

Practitioners of wet reportage embraced their own subjective connection
to the story and worked to portray realities, as they perceived them, faith-
fully and stylishly. The New York Tribune’s editors once wrote of Marquis,
for example, that he was a “very human proposition,” for he strived to tell
the truth, and while he might miss the mark sometimes, he always expressed
“what [was] in him” honestly.”” Similarly, in one critic’s view, Mclntyre’s col-
umn on Manhattan “mirrored himself,” as it was “easiest to report himself, to
dramatize the town as he liked to imagine it was” rather than aspiring to attain
an unbiased, dispassionate viewpoint.”® As another commentator observed,
U.S. newsreaders absorbed Mclntyre’s “homely,” “intimate glimpses into the
strange places of the magic city” as if “by religious ritual.” He made factual
blunders but remained committed to accurately presenting his own views on
happenings about town. His “readers believed in him, appreciated his jokes,”
“wept over his distresses,” and identified with his voice and perspective.”” De
Casseres believed that because “[w]e never come into contact with things, but
only with their images” we “never know the real—only effigies of the real.”*®
Yet he understood the truth as the stuff his journalistic narratives were ideally
made on. As the Marquis quotation in the epigraph suggests, approaching
and adequately representing “the Truth” remained practitioners’ overriding
aspiration, despite their use of techniques drawn from fiction.

Literary journalism “can deal with any topic.”” Wet reportage, too,
covered a variety of content. Practitioners widened the scope of reportage,
probing phenomena excluded from conventional, serious journalistic consid-
eration, including dreams and fantasies.” They regularly engaged prohibition
indirectly, interweaving remarks into articles on seemingly unrelated stories,
interjecting here a critique of “prohibitionism,” there an encomium on the
“demise of the bartenders.”®" They rejected the sober, fact-heavy reporting
then dominant within the news industry and the lurid gossip journalism of
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the tabloid media. These approaches were inadequate for capturing the elu-
sive social, political, and cultural consequences of prohibition enforcement,
such as the subtle foxtrot being danced by prohibition agents, bartenders,
waiters, and customers conversant in “the Sign of the Wink.”**

To cover life in dry New York, wet journalists deployed narrative irony,
rendered scenes vividly, fabricated composite characters, and incorporated
extensive dialogue, featuring persons of varied social standings, eschewing the
industry convention of extracting fragments from multiple interviews with
experts. Sometimes narrating in the first person, they often actively partici-
pated in the story, showing up as characters in the scene. Practitioners “com-
bined work with pleasure,” as DeCasseres once wrote in praise of Rudyard
Kipling’s reporting style, traversing the scene with a kind of lighthearted gai-
ety and offering poetic embellishments that demonstrated a personal, emo-
tional appreciation of the content.*® They employed laid-back, conversational
prose styles, exemplified by Carey’s inviting, nosist catchphrase, “As we were
saying.”*!
As Matthew Stratton has argued, “narrative irony,” much like the carica-

ture drawings of DeCasseres’s friend and collaborator, Carlo de Fornaro,
presented early-twentieth-century writers “almost a purer form of realism to
depict political realities,” one “suited to and mimetically representative of the
politics and culture in an ethically deformed nation.”® In a world inverted
by war, pop Freudianism, Einsteinian relativity, and the jolt of prohibition,
techniques drawn from fiction offered wet reporters apt tools with which
to creatively portray and criticize prohibition’s political and cultural conse-
quences.*® Wet reportage presented prohibition as both a major cause and a
potent expression of this political and cultural degeneration of U.S. society.
Dry irony was the appropriate device for exploring prohibition’s truly ironic
historical effects: Legislation intended to uplift public morals instead en-
gendered lawlessness, organized crime, corruption, and bootlegging. In this
context, irony comprised one among many self-reflexive, implicitly political
modes of “modernist” aesthetic expression operating in prohibition-era New
York, where “modernism” is primarily “understood in terms” of “engagements
with the wider social sphere of modernity.”?’

In addition to irony, practitioners fashioned amalgams of real people to
work through prohibition’s confounding implications for urban life. This
technique was subsequently used by Joseph Mitchell. As Tamar Katz argues,
Mitchell circumvented “the tedium of ‘text-book’ history” while writing
neighborhood histories in the New Yorker in the 1940s by enfolding sources
and intimate experiences into the “appealing, if not always factual” compos-
ite character, Old Mr. Flood.*® Composite characters function as assemblag-
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es of real people or pseudo-sociological categories.” They catalyze readers’
narrative involvement through ironic distance, character development, and
dialogue. For instance, one humorous article by a dabbler in wet reportage
recounts the struggles of a character tellingly named “Averidge Mann” as he
wrestles with prohibition’s implications for domestic life.*” The best-known
composite character in the subgenre was Marquis’s “The Old Soak,” an ec-
centric alcoholic who was eventually the subject of a novel, a Broadway play,
a silent movie, and a zalkie—that is, a “motion picture with a synchronized
sound track.”! In one critic’s words, the Old Soak was “basically a real per-
son” representing a Freudian “escape.” His gallant “conquest of the dry laws”
made readers feel as if they too had “direct and easy access to an indefinite
supply of rum from a ‘revenooer’.”*?

The Old Soak functioned as a diverting apparatus to express, in the char-
acter’s words, “the truth” about “what those vanished barrooms was like,”*
and to wax nostalgic about “old-time barroom sympathy and association.”*
Simultaneously, he offered a device for critiquing prohibition’s consequences
for “home life,” a common theme of wet reportage, at an ironic distance.
Prohibition, the Old Soak raged, was “breaking up millions and millions of
homes every day”® by restructuring the relation between public and private
space.

hiladelphia-born DeCasseres, a friend and admirer of Marquis, also em-

ployed composite characters. They afforded him potent vehicles for ru-
minating over the vagaries of prohibition-era club life and the psychological
implications of dry laws. For instance, he leaves it to the “Film-Flam” motion
picture company’s Freudian surgeon to explain that “the most restless, ner-
vous, dynamic, the most hopelessly alive city in the world” was “bound and
gagged like a Gulliver tied down by a band of Lilliputians.”

In DeCasseres’s case, the use of such narrative devices and allusions re-
flected a broader distaste for the “static pose” of humorless critics.”” A collat-
eral Spinoza descendant of Jewish heritage, DeCasseres gained popular recog-
nition when his work was published in dozens of magazines and newspapers.
He composed scenarios for Universal Pictures and the Famous Players-Lasky
Corporation, and wrote short fiction. One piece appeared alongside works by
literary luminaries John Dewey, D. H. Lawrence, and Theodor Dreiser.*® De-
Casseres also fabricated works of fantastical, imitation journalism, which he
classified as “romantic humbug,” a term referencing the uncertainty-manu-
facturing, “trickster” traditions of P. T. Barnum and Mark Twain.” Published
in the New Orleans—based magazine, 7he Double Dealer, these stories fea-
ture a hard-drinking, time-traveling “psychometric reporter” named Charles
Benson, who conducts fantastical interviews with Bacchus, Diogenes, and
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Cleopatra.”® Despite dabbling in fiction, DeCasseres kept his reporting
grounded in facts and experience, notwithstanding his use of highly stylized
narrative techniques and poetic embellishment. DeCasseres understood the
truth as an elusive but precious wellspring of narrative potential. For him, any
true story set against the bizarre backdrop of dry Manhattan could potentially
be “stranger than prohibition.”!

Dry Life in the City of Dreadful Drought

Wet journalists bucked industry conventions by experimenting with
voice and using literary techniques borrowed from fictional forms,
but also by attending to mundane events and daily life. In this, practitioners
resembled James Huneker, for whom “the arts of food, beer and conversa-
tion” demanded equal “attention and respect as painting, literature and mu-
sic” when chronicling the “multisensory, and participatory qualities of New
YorK’s street cultures.”* Practitioners engaged the everyday perspectives of
regular people navigating the built environment, from wizened residents to
tenderfoot tourists.”> Here they followed a path paved by Lincoln Steffens,
who as editor of the New York Commercial Advertiser directed reporters to
write about individual streets or corners.”

Practitioners composed idiosyncratic, nostalgia-laden commentaries
on avenues, billboards, neighborhoods, public artworks, street corners, and
beauty shops, fashioning vibrant portraits of the built environment and its
iconic characters.” “To each street its own noise,” remarked Lowry, whose
reportage brought the “symphony of city noises” to life.® In May 1920, De-
Casseres commented on the cacophony made by amateur performers who,
dissuaded by ballooning amusement costs and prohibition from going out
socially, were now practicing instruments clumsily at home, vexing residents
with a “hurricane of jazz”: “Prohibition! What crimes against our ears are
about to be committed in thy name!”” The Metropolitan Art Museum, ar-
gued DeCasseres, presented not only an “adventure of the emotions and the
intellect,” but a cherished getaway from hectic subways and questionable
“near-beer.”*®

Wet journalists afforded neighborhoods special attention. Greenwich
Village, said Rosebault, was “just a state of mind,” a “composite” of the “many
dreams and fantasies” projected by “lazy fakers,” flappers, and realists.”® Post-
prohibition, the Village remained a center of intelligence, argued the Mid-
town-based DeCasseres, but in a more menacing sense: its “big beam” now
projected not from the minds of its enlightened intellectuals, but from the
clocktower of the Jefferson Market Courthouse.®’ “The Village raiding squad”
was “secreted in the tower.” Its “luminous eye” projected a “serene and fateful
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brutality.”®" Interestingly, the “shadow” of the Jefferson Market Court also
stalks the “tramps, drunkards, wastrels, homo-sexualists, prostitutes,” and
other figures of John Dos Passos’s Manhattan Transfer, as one reviewer noted
shortly after the novel’s publication in 1925.¢

Dos Passos and DeCasseres shared futurist conceptions, as William
Brevda has observed.®® At their best, wet journalists shared with Dos Passos
what Sinclair Lewis once described, in a review of Manhattan Transfer, as the
capacity to capture the feel of city life in gritty and spectacular detail, the
“harsh and stirring sight of” Manhattan.® Practitioners brought readers on
vicarious journeys through modern urban space, capturing “the romance of
transportation”®—what it felt like to move in crowded subway cars, roaring
automobiles, and sleek elevators—while reflecting on changing manners and
“lost arts” of sociality.® In this, practitioners again followed Huneker’s exam-
ple. As John Fagg has argued, by mixing existing literary forms and remaining
sensitive to “a broad range of experiences,” Huneker’s commentaries on 1910s
Manhattan life delivered an “experiential engagement” that captured “visceral

sensations,” like “the feeling of being shoved and jostled on the subway.”®’

Wet journalists developed means of covering stories set in the city’s in-
creasingly ubiquitous but officially taboo zones, where the “ferret-eyed
gentry of the underworld” dwelled.® Readers may be familiar with the chal-
lenges faced by the New Journalists in the 1960s when covering countercul-
tures shaped by illegal drugs. In a 1967 New York Times article on hippies,
Hunter S. Thompson observed that marijuana criminalization made it im-
possible to cover the U.S.’s “psychedelic underworld” honestly, even though
many reporters were “unregenerate heads” themselves, “just as many journal-
ists were hard drinkers during Prohibition.”® Though not necessarily hard
drinkers—McIntyre, for one, was a Christian Scientist—wet reporters partic-
ipated in illegal conduct, documenting realities that required familiarity with
spaces tied to illicit activities. Access to underground environs enabled them
to examine prohibition’s implications faithfully, to get a clearer picture of the
shifting amusement landscape. Practitioners’ understanding that journalists
must demonstrate intimate knowledge of speakeasies and other underground
spaces to write about them credibly reflected a broader identity shift among
New Yorkers. Throughout the 1920s, as Lerner has argued, the hallmark of
a true New Yorker was mastery of “the art of dodging the manifold prohibi-
tions that reformers had attempted to impose on city residents.””

Helen Bullitt Lowry was among the first journalists to document the rise
of Manhattan’s “fly-by-night” nightclubs in detail. In a February 1922 article
in 7he New York Times Book Review and Magazine section titled “New YorK’s
After-Midnight ‘Clubs’,” she explored how the “blight” left by the war and
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the start of prohibition enforcement had finally been dispelled by the night-
club. Back in 1919, wrote Lowry, “before the days of the hip-pocket flask,”
the city really “went to bed at 1 A.M.” Then, in 1921, the “all-night ‘clubs’ ”
appeared, spawning a bold “new phase of all-night revelries.” Lowry sharply
contrasted the initial period from 1919 through 1920, when the legally stipu-
lated 1 a.m. closing hour was “really enforced,” with early 1922, when practi-
cally “all of the night life ‘clubs’ and dancing” joints on Broadway were “doing
illegal business” of some sort”":

Night life on the Great White Way has entered into a new phase of all-
night revelries. . . . Just a year ago Broadway lay in dull, sparkless ruins. . . .
Broadway had lost its thrill—had become a mere Main Street of motion-
picture emporiums and of synthetic orange juice booths. Dissipation ran
in ugly subterranean channels, unlit by glamour or the romance of beauty.
Out of such ruins of a pre-war, pre-prohibition world a night life was to be
reconstructed . . . that would hold out an appeal alike to the hardened old
rounder . . . and to the unsatiated flapper, tingling with curiosity. . . . The
answer has been a group of cafés that call themselves “clubs” although tech-
nically they have no more right to the name than has the Waldorf-Astoria.
But the very name “club” is a part of the general scheme of surrounding
patrons with the psychology of privacy and intimacy—which very psychol-
ogy has been no small factor in ousting the clammy dread of the law that
had placed its damper on Broadway’s spirits since July of 1919. . . . The
successful “club” is full of booths and alcoves and cozy wall benches, which
somehow contribute to the atmosphere of “just us members.” . . . Nor is
a “club” this season considered a real success unless there is a carefree ten-
dency among the guests to toss remarks to each other from table to table.”

eCasseres and MclIntyre similarly documented changes within the city’s
legendary nightlife culture. McIntyre explored Broadway’s “decay” and
the plight of the brewers.”” In August 1919, one month into Wartime Prohi-
bition, DeCasseres surveyed the establishment of dozens of Midtown “bars”
located “right on the street,” where for seven cents one could purchase a cold
but questionable glass of “orange drink.”* In October 1920, he lamented
“the rise of the chocolate and soda centres” on the “ruins” of the “booze forts”
near Forty-Second Street.”
Practitioners drew upon personal experiences to compose provocative

76 DeCasseres

tales of encounters with Manhattan’s illicit underworld spaces.
covered the city’s transient gambling and liquor hubs: “Pursued by plain-
clothes flying wedges” and tweaked by “the tug of graft,” these places con-
stantly relocated “with satchel and suitcase.””” Mclntyre wrote of his voyages
to the city’s “tea rooms,” increasingly ubiquitous speakeasies that flourished

as prohibition enforcement wilted.”® Access to such places was necessary to



126 Literary Journalism Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2, December 2024 ¢ Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2025

get at the truth of prohibition’s social and cultural implications. Herbert Co-
rey, an Ohio-born dabbler in the subgenre, reputedly knew “more crooks,
dips, gamblers and all-around plugs than any” other New York reporter. Co-
rey, who worked as a bartender and cowboy in Colorado before taking up
the New York beat, derived “a lot of his literary material” from persons who
would “think twice before passing a police station.””

Wet journalists also explored the quotidian by attending to popular cul-
tural production. The movies, fashion, celebrities, Broadway musicals, trans-
atlantic cultural flows, advertisements, pop spiritualism, and the “new hip-
flask habit”™® among flappers—all received close attention.®’ In December
1921, Lowry discussed how Manhattan’s flapper-revolté crowd was turning
away from the prewar, jazz-based “turkey trot” dances, trying out modernist,
“interpretive” styles instead.®” Born in Lexington, Kentucky, Lowry embraced
feminist and cultural pluralist views. She attended to the experiences of a
wide cross-section of the city’s female population.®® Additionally, she covered
the rising influence of “financial experts” within the movies and the resultant

uptake of new production methods and organizational innovations.*

Aj Huneker did in the 1910s,%° Lowry criticized U.S. movies as formula-
ic.8¢ DeCasseres likewise derided them as unimaginative.*” Still, for De-
Casseres the “ ‘movie’ life” represented “the one new thing under the sun,”®
a view Huneker, who once encouraged DeCasseres to “stick” with a career in
“the movie scheme,” apparently agreed with.*” Because DeCasseres under-
stood the motion picture as a democratic medium, “a true reflector” of public
consciousness, he understood that by analyzing the movies one can gain in-
sights into the collective mind of the moviegoing public.”® For DeCasseres,
the rise of fantastical themes in movies and stage productions reflected the
public’s troubled psychic reaction to prohibition and the repressive ethos it
exemplified. Yesteryear’s “drinking orgies, open gambling, parading street
vice, and all-night corner singing quartets” had “moved into the ‘movies’.”"
The “explosion of suppressed healthy animality” being registered across the
culture industries was affirmation of the Freudian dictum that “the way to
revitalize an instinct is to suppress it.”> Whereas alcohol once offered “a safe
and sane outlet,” argued DeCasseres, now “nonsense and the absurd” had re-
treated “almost exclusively to the musical comedy stage and ‘movie houses’.”
New Yorkers could only be “lighthearted vicariously.””® While revenue agents,
movie stars, and “street hold-up men” enjoyed untrammeled mobility, ordi-
nary New Yorkers increasingly navigated “the outer world” of Manhattan via
popular media.”

Practitioners took the realm of “play” seriously. They documented distinc-
tive, participatory features of the city’s entertainment spaces. DeCasseres, for in-
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stance, noted that prohibition had deprived the theater experience of the chaotic
excitement that accompanied intermissions, when attendees would hasten off to
nearby bars for a round of drinks and spirited conversation.” Now, grumbled
Mclntyre wryly, “all the fun we have going to a theater is watching the play.”
Humans, wrote Rosebault, “cannot be happy on bread alone.” Urban
planners must always reserve spaces for voyages “to the make-believe” and
“for spoofing.””” DeCasseres, who chronicled the emergent commercial craze
for pop spiritualism, Ouija boards, and “fourth-dimensionalism,”® cast the
rising popularity of soothsayers and séances, and the broader demand for
fantastical stories on stage and screen, as outcomes of prohibition’s stealing
of the legitimate means of recreation required in “go-get-it-quick-America.””
“Universal repression and travail” had unleashed New Yorkers’ “insane

complexes.”'” The “saloon vacuum™

! generated by prohibition was now oc-
cupied by “culture rings” peddling synthetic substitutes “that taste and smell
like the real thing for a small price.”’”* For DeCasseres, the spiritualism fad
was one among many cynical schemes to commercially exploit the public’s
understandable desire to flee from what Rosebault called the “grim realities”
of dry Manhattan life.'"” Even real estate agents were cashing in—haunted

houses fetched higher rents.!*
Gay New York Meets the Bone-Dry Mind

n July 1, 1919, federal “Wartime Prohibition” went into effect in the

United States.'” Alcohol sales were substantially curbed: only 2.75 per-
cent beer and light wines could be served legally, while open hours were re-
stricted to 1 a.m. While working as a journalist in Mexico City in the early
1910s, DeCasseres had apparently participated in a bitter fight against similar
policies, and he naturally framed the law as a major step backwards for U.S.
society and New York City in particular.'

On the final night of legal liquor sales, McIntyre and DeCasseres partici-
pated in the festivities. They captured the nervous anticipation that accom-
panied New Yorkers’ initial efforts to get a handle on the hazy implications
of prohibition enforcement. In Mclntyre’s reckoning, “the night of the Great
Drought was a titanic farce.” Rather than attempting to celebrate, Mclntyre
reflected, “people acted as though they were disgusted with the world.”'"”
DeCasseres disagreed. In his New York Times article on the “last night of King
Alcohol,” which featured lively illustrations by DeCasseres’s friend and col-
laborator, Carlo de Fornaro, DeCasseres labeled it “one of the most amazing,
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paradoxical, and puzzling”'® in Manhattan’s history:

When was there ever such a crazy-patch of humor, pathos, thanks-giving,
cursing, threats, expectation, denunciation, singing, sneering, put on
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exhibition before? . . . Old rounders and young rounders, who had disap-
peared for months and years from the hotel bars, the late restaurants, the
jazz houses, and the common garden variety of ginmill, crawled out of their
somnolent respectability and made their way back to the scenes of their
ancient chinfests, and went to it with a grim determination to have “one
last good one” before the whistle blew. At the corner of the Rue de Booze
and the Great Wine Way, which the initiate will recognize as Forty-second
and Broadway, early Monday afternoon the writer counted seven men of his
acquaintance who had come forth on this Last Day.

. [As] the shades of night began falling fairly fast along about 8 o’clock
Dry-Face waned and Rye-Face waxed. . . . The great Booze Cantata was
on in earnest, and all the cops” horses and all the cops’ men couldn’t put
curfew together again. Double-deck dinners were eaten early, for on this
solid foundation of food there was to be erected an abiding pousse café of
wine, beer, brandy, whisky, and gin that would reach to the eyes and keep
the brain swimming. . . . Between 11 and 12 the well-known alcohol igloos
from Forty-second Street to Fifty-ninth were lined ten deep. . . . The lobster
palaces and the dance halls made a big noise, but over many of the parties
there was the air of reminiscence—of the days when every night was New
Year’s Eve, when whisky was taken as a chaser. . . . After 12 o’clock the din-
ers and drinkers abandoned wine and beer, and until 1 A.M. drank whisky
and brandy, where they were to be had, and grinned at one another like
boys who had stolen apples.'”

In late July, Corey reported that restaurants were “about as full as ever.” Yet
signs of strain were apparent everywhere: saloon owners were raising prices,
the “cabarets [were] done for,” “taxicab companies [were] complaining” of
low demand, and Broadway appeared “resigned to its arid fate.”''” In Novem-
ber, Lowry observed that those parties successfully skirting “the mighty hand
of the law” were hesitating “to act as if they were having too good a time.”!'' A
few months after National Prohibition’s onset, DeCasseres lamented that “the
sparkle” had “gone out of New York social life.” In uptown restaurants, “jest
and repartee” were “looked on askance,” while “immoderate jollity” drew sus-
picion as a possible “symptom of the old disease—drink.”""* Concurrently,
Lowry described how upscale hotels were extracting a “prohibition tax” or
raising prices to compensate for falling food sales caused by the absence of
alcoholic stimulus.'® Later, DeCasseres and Rosebault examined the rise of
popular late-night “pastry shops,” coffee-serving restaurants routinely packed
until three a.m. with nighttime revelers.""* Navigating this nighttime café
scene, noted DeCasseres, involved “a series of esoteric winks.”!!?

Wet reporters embraced liquor consumption and nightlife culture as ne-
cessities of modern life, a common view among writers in those times.''® James
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Gibbons Huneker, for instance, a friend of both DeCasseres and Rosebault,
sanguinely framed alcohol as “the nursing bottle of genius.”"'” DeCasseres
himself was a fixture of Midtown nightlife, so much so that his withdrawal
from the scene in the 1930s was repeatedly noted in Mclntyre’s column.''
For DeCasseres, the need for “occasional excess,” be it alcohol consumption
or nighttime revelries, sprang from the human “instinct to see the world and
ourselves topsy-turvy” occasionally."”” New York’s greatness, he argued, had
been originally “built on the spirit of ‘Live and let live’,” on a deep-seated ap-
preciation of modern humanity’s affection for “wine, beer, good whisky, horse

racing and poker.”'?

Conversely, practitioners looked upon prohibition, and upon efforts seen
as connected to it, to reform public morals, censor speech, and control
leisure behavior, as backwards, wrongheaded, and generally deformative of
modern U.S. culture and politics. The “dry spell,” they argued, was perni-
ciously sapping Manhattan’s iconic streets, neighborhoods, homes, restau-
rants, and amusement establishments of their character and vitality. With its
famous, “gay” spirit of adventure dissipating, the city was becoming “a Hades
peopled by Tantaluses,” DeCasseres declared.'!

In addition to covering nightlife, practitioners wrote about mass opposi-
tion to prohibition, covering subjects ranging from the “romance” of rum-
runners, anti-prohibition protests, and the codes by which bartenders and
customers clandestinely communicated.'” They explored the emergence of
novel modes of criminality. For DeCasseres, such developments were unsur-
prising, for the closed town tended to become “a grafter’s town.”'* Prohibi-
tion undermined existing supervisory systems overseeing nightlife, inaugu-
rating what DeCasseres designated an era of “the New Freedom—for the
blackmailer and the blind pig.”’** Many gambling house proprietors were
moving “into the more profitable business of bootlegging,” observed Lowry
in February 1922. That industry’s growth, she wrote with irony, was “doing
more to rid the town of the old-time types of commercialized vice than have
all the sermons and social hygiene committees, though it substitutes new
forms.”'* Prohibition was fomenting new forms of lawlessness, cynicism, and
fraud, practitioners frequently warned. '

Practitioners shared this outlook with certain public and private authori-
ties opposed to prohibition, including Governor Edwards of New Jersey and
New York’s Committee of Fourteen. These authorities cautioned that prohi-
bition reshuffled but did not solve social problems, and that it undermined
existing systems for monitoring and regulating public morals. New kinds of
lawbreaking were on the rise, while familiar forms of “vice” were migrating
into restaurants, cabarets, and “closed-door” spaces like nightclubs, speakeas-
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ies, buffet flats, apartments, and taxicabs. Prohibition was making the polic-
ing of gambling, prostitution, and other forms of “social disorder” historically

tied to liquor sales, more difficult and expensive.'?’

In November 1920, Corey noted in an irony-laced article that a widespread
rejection of the Eighteenth Amendment had set in: “At the present mo-
ment no person suffering from thirst in its acuter form need anguish long
in this town,” though the “hooch” was generally less reliable, higher prices
notwithstanding.'”® Wet journalists repeatedly emphasized that prohibition
harmed consumers by dramatically driving up liquor prices."” DeCasseres
was acutely aggrieved: “Prohibition had made terrible inroads into my in-
come, as my ten elixirs a day now cost $7.50 instead of the old $1.50.71%
Practitioners argued that by corrupting public amusements, prohibition had
transformed Manhattan into what DeCasseres labeled “a City of Homes.”
The home, argued DeCasseres, was now merely “a series of rooms surround-
ing a bottle closet.”"?! The “melting” of privately held liquor stocks, stressed
Rosebault, was pushing managers of public dinners to introduce movies and
vaudeville performances. It was also leading “even generous souls” to become
“real hoarders” and “prune their lists of friends.”** Rosebault stressed pro-
hibition’s regressive cultural consequences. He criticized prohibitionists as
Puritans who “insist that there must be no more joy in life.”’*> Diminishing
access to booze, he complained in 1923, was rendering the art of dining out
and the science of gastronomy extinct in America.'** In August 1920, De-
Casseres painted a bleak picture of Coney Island’s amusement scene. Previ-
ously, Coney Island had offered a “dash into freedom,” a carefree “adventure
in humbug and booze.” Now that it was as “dry as a prohibitionist lost in the
Sahara Desert,” crowds were noticeably smaller, and the “gayer laughter” had
vanished. The neighborhood being “strictly moral,” New Yorkers now pre-
ferred to remain indoors, and “the bar parlor and the gambling mania” were
wandering “into the home.”"*

Wet journalists also critically chronicled police practices and efforts by

“reformers” to control public behavior and regulate “social disorder.”*

Lowry
penned numerous articles on reformers and revenue agents. Some contain
remarkable narrative elements. In one article Lowry narrates the barely per-
ceptible struggle, unfolding citywide in various speakeasies, between wary
bartenders and plainclothes officers eager to “save out a sample for the de-
partmental chemist to analyze.”'?” Lowry also criticized sexual reformers who
thumbed their noses at flappers. To her, the flapper presented encouraging
feminist implications.'®

Lowry argued in 1921 that by insisting on “man’s age-old perquisites
of follies” and inspiring women to grab for themselves “some of man’s more
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wholesome privileges,” the flapper was forcing a “logical evolution” of society.
Flappers deserved credit for “building up Broadway’s reincarnated popular-
ity” and for facilitating the restoration of Manhattan’s nightlife culture.'” The
flapper was “the first woman in history” to refuse being “checked at home”
while men went pleasure-seeking.'®® These were major accomplishments,
considering an enduring wartime crusade of sexual repression framed female
sexual promiscuity and public participation in nightlife culture as menac-
ing threats to public health and national security."*! Lowry believed urban
reformers who criticized the flapper vainly sought to turn back the clock, to
buttress outmoded “pre-war ideals” against “the flood of new morals and eth-
ics and dress.”"*? “Most of the reforms suggested for the benefit of the wild
young things,” she believed, were “sillier than the wild things they” could
“think up for themselves.”'* In fact, for Lowry the situation was baldly iron-
ic: by “reinforcing the sagging inhibitions of the nineteenth century,” “official
reformers” had unintentionally provided “the final impetus needed to drive”

the flapper “out into the open.”'#

DeCasseres closely chronicled “flask raiding,” “conscientious flatfoots,”
and other manifestations of what he termed “the bone-dry mind.”'®
Citing a recent police shooting of a “jug hider,” he reflected in 1921 that
the worst “instances of incivility in the metropolis” were “observable in the
actions of the prohibition officers.”'* The next movement in U.S. literature,
DeCasseres argued, should demolish the puritanism of past generations.'"
Conservatism had erred by linking itself to respectability, which was “so busy
watching its step that it [had] forgotten how to dance.”'*® As Marquis once
joked, the problem was not reformers per se, but “reformers who try to re-
form the world instead of reforming themselves.”'*

Rosebault criticized the moral panic narratives being propagated in 1922
by law enforcement officials and the national press concerning the supposed
ubiquity of poisonous brews and frequency of fatal homemade still explo-
sions. There was “no substantiated reason” for what Rosebault called the “dry
reign of terror”: its goal, Rosebault argued, was to “reduce” U.S. citizens “to
a state of abject, groveling fear,” to justify additional morals policing and fur-
ther deprivation of liberties.”® DeCasseres bemoaned the fact that U.S. citi-
zens supported government efforts to “spy on” the private lives and personal
habits of other citizens."' Censorship of expression, meanwhile, appeared as a
continuation of the same “bone-dry” impulses behind National Prohibition.
DeCasseres’s longstanding opposition to censorship was only reinforced by
his interactions with movie censors.'” “Censors are necessary, increasingly

necessary . . . if we are to avoid having a vital literature,” teased Marquis.'”
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Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Unhappiness

An exemplary text of wet reportage in dry Manhattan is worth examin-
ing. “Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Unhappiness,” by Benjamin De-
Casseres, appeared in the 7imes magazine on Sunday, January 18, 1920, two
days after enforcement of National Prohibition began."” DeCasseres begins
by complaining of a recent upsurge in wide-reaching laws aimed at trans-
forming “manners, morals, and traditions.” Where liberty-loving, patriotic
U.S. citizens once celebrated July 4, 1776, as the “starting point in their cal-
endar,” they now somberly marked July 1, 1919, the first day of Wartime
Prohibition, as the inception date of the nation’s “modern history.” Lady Lib-
erty remains in New York Harbor, but “she wears gumshoes” (a reference to
prohibition agents) “and her torch is lighted with inflammable wood alcohol”
(an allusion to toxic moonshine). “In her other hand she holds a ouija board,”
writes DeCasseres, hinting at his conviction that the spiritualism fad consti-
tuted a psychic reaction against prohibition.'>

An analysis of these early passages clarifies aspects of DeCasseres’s “au-
thorial audience,” where a literary work’s authorial audience is defined as the
hypothetical audience for whom the author has designed the story.”® Narra-
tive analyst Paul Danove has argued that the beliefs and prior knowledge of
the authorial audience “become apparent when the narration presents infor-
mation in a straightforward manner,” without clarification or explanation.'”’
Because DeCasseres does not explain his contention that support for dry laws
is incompatible with patriotism, it can be reasoned that his authorial audience
already believes prohibition to be unpatriotic. Straightforward allusions to
gumshoes, wood alcohol, and ouija boards suggest an authorial audience that
is familiar with prior popular media coverage of prohibition. In this respect,
DeCasseres’s ideal audience resembles Vanity Fair's “sophisticated” readers, as
Natalie Kalich has described. That is, Vanity Fair's “commitment to humor
and irony” similarly “depended on the audience’s familiarity with the latest in
verse and art for the jokes to be funny.”**® To catch the intended ironic signifi-
cance of the ouija board reference, readers would not only need knowledge of
pop Freudianism, but also knowledge of DeCasseres’s other writings on the
subject. Indeed, given DeCasseres’s well-documented estimation of his own
genius, it is not beyond imagination that he wrote for an audience that read
his works “in the Suz or any other place” they appeared, as James Gibbons
Huneker claimed to do in a January 1919 letter to DeCasseres.'

DeCasseres concludes the introduction to “Life, Liberty, and the Pur-
suit of Unhappiness” by naming the primary example of the phenomenon in
question: National Prohibition in the United States. On January 16, 1920,
writes DeCasseres, “the Lusitania Constitution was submarined by an Eigh-
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teenth Amendment.” While DeCasseres proceeds to further develop the
theme that prohibition threatens American democracy, the form of presenta-
tion abruptly transforms at this point in the narrative into a fictional sketch
populated by a distinctive cast of composite characters. It is the final night of
legal alcohol sales, January 15, 1920, and the Minute Men of the Brass Rail,
“a laughter-bound” society, are gathered at the Psycho-Aqua Club’s barroom
“to watch the old beer out.” The group’s psychologist, Dr. Lowrail, begins
speaking about the barroom’s charms and prohibition’s harms. Lowrail pro-
claims that the barroom is the “American soapbox,” “the safety valve of the
man with a dangerous idea in his mind.” “The time machine will take the place
of the soapbox,” warns Lowrail, an ominous reference to H. G. Wells’s popu-
lar socialist 1895 novella. The barroom shielded democracy from dangerous

10 He then expounds the bar-

Bolshevism and radicalism, Lowrail concludes.
room’s utility to the working man, who in his free time desires not to ponder
ouija boards, watch movies, or read literature, but “to evict a few inhibitions,

indulge in a little humbug.” Finally, Lowrail turns to the subject of laughter:

»

“Again,” said the Doc, “did you boys ever stop to think that if the world
goes dry—which Bacchus forbid!—it will decrease the production of laugh-
ter 50 per cent? Laughter is a form of cell-combustion, and the coaling pro-
cess of the cells, in the brain and in the heart, will suffer through the lockout
of Bacchus, John Barleycorn, and Gambrinus. In wine and beer especially
there were laugh bubbles. Whenever three troubles met over a seidel or a
glass of port laughter had the final word. Where there is no laughter there

is no democracy.”'!

DeCasseres then neatly wraps up the scenario. Dr. Lowrail falls asleep
“gently in the suds” covering the bar, the clock strikes midnight on January
16, and the club’s pool shark, Angel Abe, tosses away his hip flask, “as empty
as life in 1920.71¢

Here the basic features of wet reportage are on display. DeCasseres uti-
lizes an original prose style and writing techniques typically associated with
fiction. He creates ironic distance and fashions composite characters, through
which he playfully probes prohibition’s purported dire implications for Amer-
ican society, culture, and club life. The narrative offers positive appraisals of
alcohol consumption and barroom culture, whereas it presents prohibition
decidedly negatively, as provincial and antidemocratic.

Conclusion

he gradual decline of prohibition enforcement nationally dulled the crit-
ical edge of wet reportage, and the subgenre gradually lost its salience.
However, it was arguably carried on in New York City by popular journalists
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Herbert Asbury and Joseph Mitchell, both of whom merged intimate engage-
ments with nightlife culture, underground zones, and neighborhood histories
with a commitment to innovative narrative methods of reportage.

Did wet reportage influence these or other subsequent New York writers?
As with many other compelling questions stemming from this preliminary
consideration, this cannot be known for certain without additional biograph-
ical investigations. Indeed, little is yet known about the lives and careers of
the wet journalists themselves. The hope is that this introductory consider-
ation will provide some impetus for such future inquiries.

Irrespective of any direct influences wet reportage may have had on later
writers, the subgenre remains historically significant for at least two reasons.
First, the apparent popularity of wet reportage in 1919-1924 indicates that
among America’s newspaper and magazine readers a substantial appetite ex-
isted for critical, sophisticated, and highly stylized coverage of New YorK’s
nightlife rituals and underworld spaces well in advance of the founding of the
New Yorker. Second, and more broadly, wet reportage in dry Manhattan offers
a profound illustration of how techniques of literary journalism have been
harnessed by writers seeking to critically and artfully engage political realities
perceived as acutely elusive, perplexing, or ironic in nature. Perhaps for this
reason alone, wet reportage demands further sober consideration.

Austin Gallas holds a PhD in Cultural Studies from George
Mason University, where he teaches in the School of Integrative
Studies. He studies US history, focusing on surveillance, sexual-
ity, and reform during the Progressive Era.
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