Prohibition ended all (legal) brewing in Knoxville.
It did not return until 1993.
Before 1907, Knoxville had a brewing
industry that included a large brewery
that began operation in 1886. This
brewery was established by a trio of
entrepreneurs who came to town from
Louisville, Kentucky. The Knoxville
Brewing Association reported a
capacity of 50,000 barrels per year,
which in the late 19th century was a
substantial output. The KBA was proud
of its "Pure Lager Beer."

Knoxville brewery workers, late 1880s

The KBA became the Knoxville
Brewing Company during the late
1880s. It reported using "fine malt and
hops from the U.S. and Germany." The
company employed 30 employees
including a night watchman "around the
clock." The KBC had a catchy slogan,
"Brewers, Bottlers, and Shippers of the
Celebrated Export Lager Beer."

The brewery changed hands and names
several times, but in 1907 the city passed
the Pendleton Act. That law effectively
ended alcohol production at the plant, officially anyway. The brewery transformed into an
ice making plant, but clandestine brewing continued. The Union Beverage Company
bought the brewery in 1916 to manufacture the syrup for Jitney Cola, but the brewery
closed later that year. By 1956, the building was razed for highway construction.
Knoxville Brewing Company building
in 1911.

In 1993, state senator Carl Koella sponsored legislation that allowed the first brewpub in
the city of Knoxville. It was to be located at the corner of Gay Street and Summit Hill, but
never opened. Instead, the Smoky Mountain Brewing Company began brewing beer in a
giant copper kettle in the former Woodruff's furniture store on Gay St. It closed in 1996,
but reopened as the Downtown Grill and Brewery.

The Saloon was the Den of Iniquity
that Fostered and Promoted Drinking
among the Lowly
From the earliest days of the temperance movement, the
saloon had been the symbol of the evil of liquor and the
watering hole of the working class.
Temperance leaders wanted to keep agricultural and
industrial laborers from drinking alcohol to improve their
working habits. In the eyes of upper class reformers, if
the saloon could be eliminated, then the drinking habit
of the laboring class might dry up.

Sullivan’s Saloon was an anchor of a
saloon district called the Bowery, which
included as many as 20 saloons along a
half-mile stretch of Central, roughly from
the railroad to the river, as well as
numerous other legal and semi-legal
businesses catering mostly to travelers
and working-class men. The saloon
operated from 1888 until 1907, when the
city banned saloons.

In the late 19th century, saloons, whorehouses, cocaine parlors,
gambling dens, and poolrooms lined Central (formerly Crozier) Street
from the railroad tracks to the river. The area was known as The
Bowery, but now is the Old City – less than one mile from Parkridge.

Detail of an 1886 map of Knoxville,
showing what is now the Old City;
"Crozier" is now Central Street.

By the 1880s, Knoxville had a murder rate that was higher than Los
Angeles's murder rate in the 1990s.
High-profile shootouts were not uncommon, the most well-known being the MabryO'Connor shootout on Gay Street, which left banker Thomas O'Connor, businessman
Joseph Mabry, and Mabry's son, dead in 1882. In 1901, Kid Curry (Harvey Logan), a
member of Butch Cassidy's Wild Bunch, shot and killed two police officers at Ike Jones's
Bar on Central. The Kid Curry shooting helped fuel calls for citywide prohibition.
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William Dinwiddie and Robert Saylor

On March 11, 1907, Knoxville voters supported the
Pendleton Act by a vote of 4,150 to 2,255.
The City became legally dry.
Knoxville Mayor Samuel Gordon Heiskell opposed Prohibition. He argued that the $30,000
brought in annually from the saloon tax supported public education and that property taxes
would have to be raised to make up the loss. Religious conviction, politics, and a
determination to “dry out” working class white and black neighborhoods swayed the
voters. Prohibition had come to Knoxville.

Mayor Heiskell

Knoxville celebrated the beginning of Prohibition. Church bells rang
each hour of the day and a parade was held. These photos show scenes
from the parade. Many were made for stereoscope viewing. (C.M. McClung
Historical Collection)

Ratification of the 18th
Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution put
National Prohibition
into effect on
January 19, 1920
Prohibition may have outlawed alcohol but it didn’t get
rid of it. In fact, it created other problems.

Organized crime syndicates took advantage of the money that could
be made selling illegal liquor.
The Prohibition Era gave birth to some of
the U.S.’s most notorious gangsters,
including Al Capone.

the

It created a black market for enterprising bootleggers to start their own
small scale alcohol operations.

Knox County Deputies with confiscated stills, 1920s. (C.M. McClung Historical Collection)

Knox County Deputies with confiscated liquor and stills, 1920s.
(C.M. McClung Historical Collection)

Sheriff Walter Anderson and deputies with confiscated
stills. March 20, 1926. (C.M. McClung Historical Collection)

The economic losses from Prohibition were staggering.
Prohibition's supporters were initially surprised by what did not come to pass during the
dry era. When the law went into effect, they expected sales of clothing and household
goods to skyrocket. Real estate developers and landlords expected rents to rise as
saloons closed and neighborhoods improved. Chewing gum, grape juice, and soft drink
companies all expected growth. Theater producers expected new crowds as Americans
looked for new ways to entertain themselves without alcohol. None of it came to pass.
Instead, the unintended consequences proved to be a decline in amusement and
entertainment industries across the board. Restaurants failed, as they could no longer
make a profit without legal liquor sales. Theater revenues declined rather than increase,
and few of the other economic benefits that had been predicted came to pass.
On the whole, the initial economic effects of Prohibition were largely negative. The closing
of breweries, distilleries and saloons led to the elimination of thousands of jobs, and in
turn thousands more jobs were eliminated for barrel makers, truckers, waiters, and other
related trades.
The unintended economic consequences of Prohibition didn't stop there. One of the most
profound effects of Prohibition was on government tax revenues. Before Prohibition, many
states relied heavily on excise taxes in liquor sales to fund their budgets. In New York,
almost 75% of the state's revenue was derived from liquor taxes. With Prohibition in effect,
that revenue was immediately lost. At the national level, Prohibition cost the federal
government a total of $11 billion in lost tax revenue, while costing over $300 million to
enforce. The most lasting consequence was that many states and the federal government
would come to rely on income tax revenue to fund their budgets going forward.

National Prohibition was repealed by the
21st Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
on December 5, 1933.

Anti-prohibition marchers in New York City.

Legal beer brewing and sales returned to Knoxville, but wine and
liquor were not to return until 1961, and then, sales were only from
package stores. Liquor by the drink was not reinstated until 1972.
Aided by the fact that it was
located at the center of the
nation's moonshine industry,
Knoxville remained a leader in the
national illegal liquor trade. East
Tennessee already had a black
market in place.
Local moonshine became a major
commodity in major northern
urban centers, like Chicago.
"Thunder Road" persisted after
national prohibition ended in 1933.

Scene from Thunder Road, released 1958.

In 1940, syndicated columnist
Ernie Pyle noted that the nation's
moonshine trade was centered in
Cocke County, and that the
largest part of it went from there to
Knoxville.

Sources
Anonymous
2010
Old City (Knoxville), Southern Terminal and Warehouse Historic District, U.S. National
Register of Historic Places. Wikimedia Foundation.
http://en.academic.ru/dic.nsf/enwiki/52780402010
Dickinson, W. Calvin
2009
Temperance. In The Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture. Text copyright 1998
by the Tennessee Historical Society, Nashville, Tennessee. Online Edition 2002 ~ 2014, The
University of Tennessee Press, Knoxville, Tennessee.
John in Knoxville
2012
613 McGhee Street - Knoxville Brewing Company. Knoxville Lost and Found: The
Metamorphosis of Knoxville's Spaces. On line blog, Tuesday, September 4.
Lerner, Michael
2011
Unintended Consequences. Prohibition: A Film by Ken Burns and Lynn Novick. WETA,
Washington, DC and The Prohibition Film Project, LLC.
Neely, Jack
2003
Knox-A-Hol Over the Years: The Saga of a City Growing Up with Strong Drink. Metro
Pulse, Vol. 13, No. 23.
Wheeler, William Bruce
2005
Knoxville, Tennessee: A Mountain City in the New South, 2ndEdition. The University of
Tennessee Press, Knoxville, Tennessee.

