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            To my parents, John and Mary Cheever, who taught me how to think. 

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Author’s Note

         

         Some of the spellings and punctuation in the quoted material in this book have been modernized to improve legibility.

      

   


   
      
         
            America had been awash in drink almost from the start—wading hip-deep in it, swimming in it, at various times in its history nearly drowning in it.

            Daniel Okrent, Last Call:

The Rise and Fall of Prohibition

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         The Pilgrims landed the Mayflower at Cape Cod, Massachusetts, on a cold November day in 1620 because they were running out of beer. Their legal charter from King James was for a grant of land in Northern Virginia, but instead they anchored illegally and carved their first community from the sand, laying the foundation of the American character: flinty, rebellious, and inspired by adversity.

         Since the beginning, drinking and taverns have been as much a part of American life as churches and preachers, or elections and politics. The interesting truth, untaught in most schools and unacknowledged in most written history, is that a glass of beer, a bottle of rum, a keg of hard cider, a flask of whiskey, or even a dry martini was often the silent, powerful third party to many decisions that shaped the American story from the seventeenth century to the present.

         Like the Massachusetts climate with its steamy summers and icy winters, the American character is subject to wild extremes. This is true with our relation to the natural world and true with our connection to drinking. At times, we don’t seem to be able to moderate our drinking. At other times we blame it for everything. We love it or we hate it. It is our big solution and it is our big problem. In some decades we banned alcohol, and in others we drank so much that foreign visitors were astonished. “I am sure the Americans can fix nothing without a drink. If you meet, you drink; if you part, you drink; if you make acquaintance, you drink; if you close a bargain, you drink; they quarrel in their drink, and they make it up with a drink,” wrote Frederick Marryat in the nineteenth century.

         Every century, our drinking pendulum—the radical change in our relationship to alcohol—swings. In the 1830s we were the drunkest country in the world. By 1930 we had outlawed drinking entirely, with disastrous results. The swings accelerated after prohibition—in the 1950s and ’60s we were again awash in alcohol. Although in the twenty-first century there are more laws and more stringent social controls on drinking than there have ever been in our history, we are drinking enough to make alcoholism a significant public health problem.

         In 2014, the Centers for Disease Control issued a scathing summation of the damage drinking does in the United States.1 The CDC reported that 88,000 adults a year die of alcohol consumption. There are also, the CDC report says, more than a million alcohol-related emergency room visits as well as 10,000 traffic fatalities a year caused by drinking.2

         Drinking is a cherished American custom—a way to celebrate and a way to grieve and a way to take the edge off. It brings people together. It makes social connection easy. It loosens inhibitions. “Alcohol has immediate and profound effects on behavior,” writes Dr. James Milam in his classic study Under the Influence. “At low doses, alcohol stimulates the brain cells, and the drinker feels happy, talkative, energetic, and euphoric. After one or two drinks, the normal drinker may experience some improvement in thought and performance.”3 This is the alcoholic sweet spot, and its looseness and clarity have been woven into the fabric of American history. The American Revolution, the winning of the Civil War, and the great burst of creativity in American literature in the twentieth century were all enhanced by drinking.

         Americans are also well acquainted with the dark side of drinking. “After several drinks, the normal drinker may begin to show signs of intoxication,” Dr. Milam writes of the sedative and toxic effects that occur when the drinker keeps on drinking. “He may become emotionally demonstrative, expressing great joy, sadness, or anger. He may also begin to show signs of motor incoordination, staggering slightly when he walks, knocking his drink over as he leaves the table, or slurring his words. If he continues to drink, his vision may blur, and his emotions, thoughts and judgment may become noticeably disordered.”4 When someone is drunk, the familiar suddenly seems unfamiliar, and the simple complicated. “I take out my phone,” writes Adam Rogers in describing an experiment with drunkenness and its aftermath. “At this point [it] seems like utterly unfamiliar technology, like something aliens have left in my pocket.”5

         When does drinking become more than just a little harmless enjoyment? In history and in personal life, drinking has to be judged by its effects—not by the quantity imbibed or the attitudes of the surrounding culture. Alcoholism is a harsh diagnosis to make, and for most of our history this damning word was not used. The terms alcoholism and alcoholic were not even coined until the 1840s, and didn’t become common until the temperance movements of the 1890s. Before then drunks were just drunks and drinking too much was called by many names, most of them picturesque. According to one source, Benjamin Franklin’s Drinker’s Dictionary, some synonyms for drunk can be: afflicted, piss’d in the brook, had a thump over the head with Sampson’s jawbone, cherry merry, hammerish, haunted with evil spirits, moon-ey’d, nimptopsical, and double-tongu’d.

         We know much more about alcoholism than we did just fifty years ago. Science and our modern temperance movements have pushed forward in defining both the brain chemistry and the social behavior of alcoholics. Alcohol creates what the scientists call a “hedonistic highway” in the brain of an alcoholic, so that the body is electrified with pleasure when alcohol is first imbibed. Soon it takes more and more alcohol to produce the same pleasure. After a while it takes a damaging amount of alcohol to produce what was once a normal state of being.

         We now know that alcoholism has a genetic component and that it is passed from generation to generation within families. Sometimes it skips a generation or surfaces as an eating disorder, a gambling problem, or another addiction. What baffled eighteenth-century first lady Abigail Adams, who watched her brother waste his life through drinking, and was then heartbroken to see two of her sons and two of her grandsons die of drinking, makes sense to us now.

         Alcohol also has an environmental component. People raised in societies where liquor is banned are less likely to drink as much as people raised in societies where liquor is freely imbibed and used as medication, mood elevator, social lubricant, and inspiration. Richard Nixon, raised in a nondrinking Quaker household, did not drink until he was an adult. He learned to drink in the Navy, and although he never drank very much, the effects of those drinks were catastrophic.

         Alcoholism is not a measure of how much someone drinks but rather a measure of the effect the drinking has. Some drinkers—President Nixon is a good example—have a low tolerance for alcohol. Others have a high tolerance. Although the law judges drinking entirely on quantity—a breathalyzer measures only how much alcohol has been imbibed—whether or not a drinker is impaired is not predictable by quantity. The old-fashioned police field test for driving while intoxicated—can you walk in a straight line and turn on command, can you stand on one leg, can you sustain a horizontal gaze—is actually a more accurate measure than blood alcohol content (BAC). Many drinkers can appear to be unaffected by a great deal of alcohol, while others are unable to walk straight after a few glasses of wine.

         We do know how alcohol affects the brain, first in pleasurable changes and then in less pleasurable changes, changes which sometimes end in alcoholic blackouts—periods during which an alcoholic appears to be functioning normally but has no memory of what he or she is doing. We also know that a hangover can cause even more drastic impairment than a drinking binge.

         Despite all we know, there is still a mystery at the heart of alcohol’s effects. We do not understand why some people with genetic or environmental markers for alcoholism can drink normally while others cannot. We are only beginning to understand the effects of an alcoholic family member on the nonalcoholic members of a family.

         I have studied alcoholism for decades, beginning when I wrote about alcoholism as an editor for Newsweek magazine in the 1970s. My father was alcoholic, and he suffered from heart attacks and delirium tremens as well as the subtler forms of distorted behavior caused by alcohol. In 1975, my father got sober through Alcoholics Anonymous, and I saw firsthand the miraculous effects of sobriety. My father’s drinking had destroyed his body, but it had also distorted his character—his soul. The restoration of one man through the simple measure of not drinking was revelatory.

         My own alcoholism took a very different course. Like many women I controlled one addiction with another. When my drinking became a problem I cut back on booze and ate more. When I gained weight I went back to drinking more, or spending more money. I persuaded my Weight Watchers leader that a drink was a legitimate substitute for a fruit. What recovery guru Patrick Carnes calls “bargaining with chaos” kept me from seeing that I was drinking too much.

         My father was addicted to alcohol and it showed. I was addicted to everything, and that was much easier to hide. I haven’t had a drink in more than twenty years—twenty years during which I have obsessively studied both alcoholism and temperance and their effects on individuals and cultures. Temperance, the belief that all drinking should be prohibited, is the other side of alcoholism. Our country has a rich history of temperance movements and temperance crusaders—from Walt Whitman to Carrie Nation and Phineas Barnum—and this, too, is part of our drinking story.

         Individual drinkers also experience a personal dark side: hangovers. In many ways a man whose system is in withdrawal from alcohol can be less responsive than a man who is simply drunk. “The next morning is very, very terrible,” Rogers writes. “My worst hangovers sit heavily in my guts, with horrible nausea the main symptom…I get foggy, too—like, can’t remember how to type…Even the attenuated sunlight of an overcast day is painful, and my forehead feels like it has a railroad spike embedded in it.”6

         Some addicts can switch substances in order to get high. As food philosopher Michael Pollan points out, one of the agricultural causes of American drunkenness has a modern parallel in our obesity epidemic. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, American farmers were producing a huge amount of corn, which does well in our fertile soil. But corn is bulky and hard to transport. The farmers found a way to make corn easy to market and transport. Soon the country was flooded with corn whiskey, which got people drunk and was enticingly cheap to buy. “Before long the price of whiskey plummeted to the point that people could afford to drink it by the pint. Which is precisely what they did,” Pollan writes in The Omnivore’s Dilemma.

         These days, our surplus of corn, subsidized by government help, is made into another liquid that is cheap and easy to transport—high fructose corn syrup. Pollan concludes that “corn sweetener is to the republic of fat what corn whiskey was to the alcoholic republic.” We used to be the drunkest nation in the world; now we are the fattest nation in the world.

         “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it,” wrote George Santayana. In the twenty-first century, as we swing back toward regulation and laws against drinking, we are repeating our own history. At the same time, because we often ignore the effects of alcohol in current events and in our own experiences, we are in the midst of a public education crisis. According to the New York Times, fewer than 10 percent of people needing treatment for alcohol and drug abuse get that treatment. The treatment itself is often untested and expensive.

         Drinking is still on the American syllabus. Colleges have become the place where Americans serve a drinking apprenticeship. Even in the elite clubs of the Ivy League, binge drinking is approved of and sanctioned. This is nothing new. Founded in 1636, Harvard College, like many universities, had its own brewery, and as a result, one professor wrote, “lectures sometimes became unintelligible and commencement exercises so boisterous that rules had to be put into effect to limit ‘the Excesses, Immoralities and Disorders.’” By the university’s second century, Harvard professor George Ticknor told Thomas Jefferson that if the rate of drinking kept up, “we should be hardly better than a nation of sots.”

         Elementary school children no longer start the day with “flip”—grain alcohol and fruit juice—as they did in the nineteenth century, but according to the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 25 percent of college students report that they have had academic trouble because of drinking. Today, although mothers would be horrified at the idea of putting vodka miniatures in their children’s lunch boxes, a variant of flip remains a staple for teenagers in the form of alcopops and fruit-flavored beers and wines sold in convenience stores.

         As drinking waned in the nineteenth century, the temperance movement grew. Proponents of temperance deplored American drinking habits and tried to change them, often by advocating that people drink only wine and beer. “We found intoxicating liquor used by everybody, repudiated by nobody,” Abraham Lincoln told a temperance meeting in 1842. “It commonly entered into the first draft of an infant and the last thought of the dying man.” Lincoln didn’t drink, but he was personally and professionally destroyed by others’ alcoholism.

         During the Civil War drinking was also expected of many of the war’s military leaders. Famous for his drinking and his attacks of remorse afterward, the great General Ulysses S. Grant was one of the most brilliant battlefield strategists of his age. After the war, Grant embraced sobriety with a great deal of difficulty and many slips. His was one of the most scandal-ridden and corrupt presidencies of the century.

         The twentieth century in this country after Prohibition saw a blossoming of creativity and alcoholism linked together. This was a new and uniquely American phenomenon. During and after Prohibition, drinking almost became a prerequisite for great writing. Five of our twentieth-century literature Nobel laureates were alcoholics—Sinclair Lewis, Eugene O’Neill, William Faulkner, Ernest Hemingway, and John Steinbeck. “The presence of the disease in so many of our notable writers surely makes it appear that alcoholism is the American writer’s disease,” writes Tom Dardis.

         The Cold War was the opportunity for another alcoholic episode of our history. Wisconsin-born senator Joseph McCarthy was famous for his drinking prowess and his struggles with booze—he repeatedly went on and off the wagon during his entire career, and died an alcoholic of cirrhosis of the liver.

         In the post–World War II twentieth century, drinking continued to be what lubricated the dark side of American business practices. “Alcoholism is well represented in the executive suites of corporate America,” writes James Graham.7 “I have personally observed, from within more than one multinational corporation, powerful executive-alcoholics ruin…careers…[and] drive large organizations…to extinction.” Lee Iacocca reported in his autobiography that Henry Ford II was prone to alcoholic rages. When Iacocca joined the company, he was warned, “You’ll get fired some night when Henry’s drunk. He’ll call you a wop…it will be over nothing.” After the fall of Lehman Brothers in the autumn of 2008, a camera panning through the empty offices showed an empty vodka bottle on one abandoned executive desk.

         Now in the twenty-first century there are many signs that the pendulum is swinging back toward Prohibition—the control of drinking through the law. Alcoholics Anonymous, which was founded by two American businessmen in an Akron, Ohio, living room, is growing and becoming an increasing public force. Laws against drunk driving and drinking in public are being enforced more rigorously than any time since they were written. Rehabs and addiction specialists are everywhere. Many television shows—reality and otherwise—are devoted to watching people trying to stop drinking.

         Each of us is a living dialogue about the benefits of drink and the dangers of drink, just as our nation has always had a similar dialogue. Masked by denial—the purposeful blindness that we sometimes bring to this subject as people and as a nation—this tension has changed our history. Even today, almost every day brings a news story in which drinking is important and in which drinking is ignored.

         Whether we are the drunkest nation in the world as we were in the 1830s or a nation that outlaws liquor as we were in the 1920s, our national character is inextricable from our drinking history—and it started with the Mayflower back in the fall of 1620.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            The Mayflower:

A Good Creature of God

             

         

         Even before the supporting beam at the foot of the main mast was shattered by a powerful wave in the middle of the stormy North Atlantic, the voyage of the creaky old Mayflower seemed cursed. She was a sweet ship, so called because she smelled of her previous cargo of wine, which she had carried from Spain to England up the Atlantic Coast of Europe for decades. When a group of exiled English separatists living in Holland stepped in to buy her, the sweetness evaporated. The voyage to the New World was a bitter vision of Calvinist Hell. When the Pilgrims finally arrived at their destination, their leader, historian William Bradford, who loved biblical parallels, wrote that what they found was far from a new Eden but “a hideous and desolate wilderness full of wild beasts and wild men.”8

         The ship was bulky and boxy with high, built-up fore and aft decks, four masts—foremast, mainmast, sprit, and mizzen—and six heavy, tattered square sails. The poop deck at the stern where the captain stood on a narrow ridge of planking was more than twenty feet above the water. From there he barked commands at the ship’s helmsman below him in a tiny steerage compartment with a whip staff attached to the tiller through a hole in the deck. In 1957 at the helm of the Mayflower II, a replica of the Mayflower, experienced blue-water sailor Capt. Alan Villiers complained that even in less than gale winds the motion of the high poop aft cabin was so violent that he felt as if he might be thrown from his bunk.9

         About a hundred feet from bow to stern, the Mayflower’s three acres of sails enabled her to manipulate the power of the wind when the ship wasn’t caught in a series of westerly gales or completely becalmed. In high winds her captain, Christopher Jones, who was also one of the ship’s four owners, just reefed the sails and lay “ahull,” letting her drift on the ocean’s turbulent surface. Jones navigated using an hourglass, a primitive compass, two sounding lines, and a backstaff, which crudely calculated latitude but not longitude. He knew roughly where he was, but not how far he had to go.

         The ship had been built to transport almost two hundred wine barrels, not people. A quarterdeck at the back and an upper deck amidships were the roofs of the large room where the passengers lived in cramped quarters with no privacy, no bunks, no way to wash, and no facilities. Their bathroom was a bucket. Ladders connected the two decks. The living space, which was crawling with bugs, was so low ceilinged that most men could not stand up straight.

         For food, the 102 passengers and about forty crew members had salt horse—salted beef or pork that was leathery and got tougher as the voyage progressed—and hardtack made from flour and water. There was some Dutch cheese as well as peas and beans.10 They washed all this down with beer—a lot of beer. Although the ship was carrying water, it grew fetid and became covered with algae in the barrels. They weren’t used to drinking water. In the seventeenth century in Europe, because of pollution in populated areas with no drains or sewers, water was not potable.

         In the prow, barely above the water line, were the damp crews’ quarters, while the captain’s cabin was high up at the stern of the ship. Ever since they had voted to set out for the New World, the separatists, who had originally left England for Holland in 1608 in order to practice their religion as they pleased, had been in trouble. They were Protestants who did not want to be associated with the Church of England—the official church. They became restless in Holland, although they had the religious freedom they craved. They were homesick, but they knew that in England they would be arrested or hanged. They imagined a wilderness where they could settle and establish a community on their own terms far from compulsory attendance at Anglican churches.

         Some wanted to try to get to Guyana in South America, but most of them voted for Virginia in the New World, where communities of Englishmen had already settled. The Virginia Company of London had extended its northern boundary to the Hudson River and had just begun granting large tracts of land to groups who would go on the journey to populate and cultivate them. Against a lot of evidence, the British explorers defined the eastern coast of the New World as unpopulated—it lacked the farms and houses that signified population in the British Isles.

         Under a British law called vacuum domicilium, unpopulated land was free for the taking; it could be claimed by anyone who was willing to live there and develop it. This extraordinary law allowed King James to grant licenses to lands that he did not own, land that had been populated for centuries by Native Americans. The two separatists who had been sent to London from Leiden easily obtained a charter from the Virginia Company, and with somewhat more difficulty wrenched a promise from King James I that, although he did not recognize their religion, if they settled in Virginia he would “not molest them, provided they carried themselves peaceably.”11

         The ease of getting a land grant in Virginia, a grant that turned out to be useless, was one of the few easy things the men encountered. First in the winter of 1618, they were swindled by an English businessman who promised to find them a ship and supplies, but tricked them into signing a contract which would turn over seven years of their labor and profits to another company. Then they set off for England in a small ship they had purchased in Holland—the Speedwell—thinking that she and the Mayflower would sail to America together. The separatists were ignorant of the demands of a trans-Atlantic voyage. Nor did they realize that the Speedwell’s captain, Master Reynolds, had no intention of sailing to the New World and had resolved to hinder their voyage rather than help it.

         They planned to leave England in the early summer of 1620, but difficulties with supplies held them back. The Speedwell and the Mayflower met and loaded in Southampton, England, and set off for the New World for the first time in early August 1620. Their troubles continued. Master Reynolds had knowingly replaced the Speedwell’s masts with taller masts and increased the amount of sail the ship carried so that when it went at high speeds in the open ocean it would leak. “By overmasting the Speedwell,” Nathaniel Philbrick writes, “Reynolds had provided himself with an easy way to deceive this fanatical group of landlubbers.”12 The Mayflower and the Speedwell were forced to turn back and find a harbor near Dartmouth on the west coast of England so that the Speedwell could be repaired.

         Reynolds may have been working for Dutch businessmen who wanted to keep the best land in the New World for themselves, or he may have been afraid to sail to America. Whatever the reason for it, his deception fooled the Pilgrims and cost them valuable weeks.

         The best time to sail across the North Atlantic was the summer, which had been the Pilgrims’ plan for the Mayflower and, they hoped, the Speedwell. Slowly that plan began to evaporate. The group of landlubbers had grown beyond the original tight band of English separatists. Even before they left England, the Pilgrims had become a minority on the Mayflower. In order to finance the voyage, they had been forced to take on two other groups of passengers.

         One of these groups, the Adventurers, was a group of Englishmen paying passage and in search of fortune in the New World. The other group, called the Strangers, was a polyglot mass of people who had crowded on board back in Southampton when the ship needed passengers. A fourth group on the Mayflower—after the Pilgrims, the Adventurers, and the Strangers—were the sailors. A tight social unit that served as the crew of the Mayflower under Capt. Christopher Jones, they were also a forceful presence. They planned to return to England as soon as possible with the ship. They cordially despised the Pilgrims and all their fellow travelers, calling them glib-gabbity puke-stockings. The Pilgrims were offended by the sailors’ cursing.

         Although the distinction of being a Mayflower descendent has become a badge of American aristocracy, the truth is that the aristocrats came over a decade later on the Arbella. The trash came on the Mayflower. Far from being members of the ruling class or the landed gentry, the Pilgrims and their hangers-on were outcasts in England, mostly impoverished and joined by dozens of mercenaries and men and women who were so desperate that they were ready to take almost any chance with their lives.

         Once the Mayflower passengers had managed to build a town, live in peace with the local Native Americans, and start shipping profitable cargoes of lumber back to England, the possibility of immigrating to America became inviting to a very different group of religious separatists—the Puritans. Like the Pilgrims, the Puritans believed that the Church of England needed reforming, but the Puritans were followers of the strict teachings of John Calvin. They saw their journey to the New World as similar to the biblical story of the Israelites crossing the Red Sea. If the Pilgrims and the Mayflower passengers were riff-raff, the Puritans were aristocrats who had learned from the Pilgrims’ mistakes. The Pilgrims had settled in Plymouth Harbor—a small inlet between two of the greatest harbors in the world, Boston and New York. The Puritans would settle their Plymouth Bay Colony south of Boston.

         The Pilgrims had scraped together the money for one badly provisioned ship. Ten years later the Puritans sailed in fleet with a flagship, the Arbella, and ten smaller ships with more than 700 men and women as well as livestock. They brought 10,000 gallons of beer, 120 large casks of malt to jump-start the brewing industry, and, oddly enough, just 12 gallons of Dutch gin. Every member also brought one hogshead (large cask) each of wheat, rye, and barley seed. In an observation suggestive of the level of significant beer consumption, Dean Albertson in “Puritan Liquor in the Planting of New England” notes that “there was not sufficient barley mash produced, however, to slake the thirst of the entire colony, so they learned to derive a passable beer malt from oats, rye, old wheat, and even corn.” Modern craft brewers will cringe at the last, because corn is scorned as a cheap adulterant resorted to only by industrial-scale producers of the proverbial beerlike “wet air.”

         The Puritans were well prepared and well born. Among their number were landed gentry, educated aristocrats and dukes and earls. The Arbella’s captain, John Winthrop, would become the governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony on the gentle hills above what is now Boston Harbor, and the Puritans would imagine a growing new world in their “city on a hill.”

         Unlike the Pilgrims, the Puritans had a rigid code of daily living, and although they also depended on beer as a dietary staple and a thirst quencher, their idea of the good life did not include being drunk all the time. Soon after the establishment of the Plymouth Bay Colony, the new government became concerned about excessive drinking. Rules governing the hours when taverns could be open were put into place. This difference in attitude toward drinking between the Pilgrims and the Puritans would split the seventeenth-century Great Migration to America into two factions. These two factions—the prodrinkers and the antidrinkers—would each create ideas and identities that flow forward through American history and are still with us today.

         There are two strains of American belief about drinking: the one that holds our freedom to eat and drink as an essential liberty, and the one that hopes to limit our drinking through law for the good of the community. The one created a level of drunkenness in the 1830s that shocked European visitors. The other instituted Prohibition in the 1920s. The one holds our right to drink the way we choose as sacred. The other tries to legislate drinking habits by age, hours of availability, open-container laws, and general disapproval. All this began with the Pilgrims and the Puritans.

         At last, in the late summer of 1620, the Pilgrims were ready to sail…again. Hopes were high. In a fine following wind the two ships headed west out of Dartmouth Harbor, sailing for the New World for the second time. “So with good hopes from hence, they put to sea again,” wrote William Bradford.13 Their good hopes were once again dashed. They had cleared Land’s End off the coast of Cornwall and were out in the open Atlantic when the Speedwell hoisted all her sails and the leaks worsened. The doomed ship began to founder. Both ships were forced to turn back. This time they sailed farther north, seeing once again the headlands of Land’s End, which they had passed so triumphantly on the wrong side of the ship. Both ships landed in the first harbor they could find near Plymouth to make repairs once again.

         It was now September, and many of the passengers had been on board for almost two months without getting anywhere. Some of the ship’s stores were already low. Morale was even lower. It was clear that they would have to abandon the Speedwell or abandon their entire trip. At this point the passengers—almost 150 people and two dogs, an obliging spaniel and an English mastiff—were forced to crowd into the Mayflower for the third try at sailing across the wild, unknown Atlantic.

         Three months later than planned, with one ship missing and many fewer supplies than they needed, the Mayflower set sail for the last time with a prosperous wind on September 16. The third try seemed to succeed. By this time the travelers were exhausted and frightened. Everything that might have gone wrong, had gone wrong.14 It can have been no surprise that most of the passengers were stricken with severe seasickness, which in the cramped confines of the Mayflower felt like a possession by the devil. It was also no surprise when the wind began to blow at gale strength. “In sundry of these storms the winds were so fierce and the seas so high as they could not bear a knot of sail,” Bradford wrote. The Mayflower was blown off course and, unknown to the ship’s captain, was now heading for New England instead of Virginia.

         When the central timbers splintered, the damage was so severe that Captain Jones wanted to turn back. The passengers refused. Crammed into narrow quarters below the deck and above the hold with its dwindling supplies, they did not want to turn back under any circumstances. They had come close to rebellion, although many of them were still crippled by seasickness.

         Almost a year of delays and misfortunes had dogged the voyage from Holland and England to the New World. They had been conned by men who stole their capital and a captain who tricked them. They had gone through almost half of their stores before even sailing, and their sister ship, the Speedwell, had to turn back before they were out of sight of land. Now when they were finally a few weeks into the miserable voyage they were not about to give up.

         By this time the tsunami of adversity facing the Pilgrims seemed to have engendered a practical and enduring spirit. They examined the split timber and tried to figure out a way to repair it. Someone mentioned that in the hold were some tools which had been brought to build houses in the New World, including a huge jack, which used a screw attached to a wheel to push its top upward. This lever was unpacked and set under the cracked beam. Men turned the wheel, the top of the jack engaged with the bottom of the beam, and as the wheel turned the beam groaned back into shape. Using extra lumber to buttress the repair, the carpenter was able to reassure Captain Jones that the beam, with the screw jack in place, would stay put.

         Two Mayflower passengers who became the historians of the Mayflower’s Atlantic Voyage—William Bradford, who wrote about it in Of Plymouth Plantation; and Edward Winslow, who with Bradford wrote about it in Mourt’s Relation—each give the entire Atlantic crossing, which took more than nine terrible weeks, less than a paragraph. No wonder. There wasn’t much good to say about the voyage. Five weeks in, with no land in sight, the scanty provisions began to run out. This was a concern for passengers, and also for sailors who were traditionally promised a gallon of beer a day as part of their sailing wages. They could do without food; they could not do without drink.

         On the evening of November 8, the endless sea began to change; the waters calmed, and their color went from oily, treacherous black to a paler green. Seagulls began to appear, cawing and circling in the sky. Although God did not send a dove with an olive leaf in its peaceful beak to land on the Mayflower’s rigging, the Pilgrims were as delighted as if he had.

         The morning of November 9 was a clear late-fall New England morning, with a thin slice of moon overhead and a gentle wind out of the northwest that picked up at dawn. Captain Jones sent his lookout up the main ratlines. His leadman took his place outside the mizzen shrouds with his two deep-sea lead lines. The singsong of the leadman’s voice called out fathoms—twenty—thirty—forty. Then suddenly: “The bottom at eight fathoms, sir!” Captain Jones was suddenly alert. Then he heard the shout from the maintop lookout. Land Ho! Land Ho! “Where away?” yelled Jones, and passengers began to crowd up from below and sleeping sailors woke up all over the ship. “Two points on the weather bow, sir,” called the lookout. The ship’s bell chimed out the hour of seven a.m.—ding dong, ding dong, ding dong—six bells.15

         The Pilgrims crowded the upper deck and pushed against the port-side rail as land came into view at the edge of the horizon. The briny smell of the ocean, the creaking of the ship’s timbers, the clanging of the topsail halyard against the stays, and the fluttering of sails in the friendly wind were a dream of pleasant sailing. The water, once a murderous and crushing adversary, now whispered and gurgled as it slid past the battered hull. At first the land seemed a hallucination caused by desire, making the endless horizon just a slightly thicker line. Then as the sun rose, the horizon became more than a line and took on the features of a beach. After unimaginable hardships they had made it from the Old World to the New World.

         “By [daybreak] we espied land which we deemed to be Cape Cod,” Bradford and Winslow wrote, “and so afterward it proved. And the appearance of it much comforted us, especially seeing so goodly a land and wooded to the brink of the sea, it caused us to rejoice together and praise God that had given us once again to see land.”16 They had been on board for sixty-six miserable days during which one man had died and one child had been born. The journey had seemed endless. Now it was done. Lined at the edge of the hull they rejoiced and thanked God. The rising sun showed them a long barrier beach with dramatic hundred-foot-high sand dunes that Captain Jones recognized as the outer, windward edge of Cape Cod. Behind the dunes, wooded hills sloped down to the sea at the outer edge of the curved cape near what was then the Wampanoag village of Pamet and is now near Truro.

         The edge of the dunes “was like the escarped rampart of a stupendous fortress, whose glacis was the beach, and whose champaign the ocean,” Henry David Thoreau would write a century later in his book Cape Cod. He stood at the top of the dunes, he wrote, adding:

         
            Far below us was the beach, from half a dozen to a dozen rods in width, with a long line of breakers rushing to the strand. The sea was exceedingly dark and stormy, the sky completely overcast, the clouds still dropping rain, and the wind seemed to blow not so much as the exciting cause, as from sympathy with the already agitated ocean. The waves broke on the bars at some distance from the shore, and curving green or yellow as if over so many unseen dams, ten or twelve feet high, like a thousand waterfalls, rolled in foam to the sand. There was nothing but that savage ocean between us and Europe.

         

         Although the Pilgrims’ landfall was the cause of much gratitude—the boat was low on all provisions and lower on endurance—the separatists had no legal right to land on Cape Cod. They had won permission from King James to settle in Virginia, a territory that at the time spread from the current Virginia up to the mouth of the Hudson River.

         So Captain Jones turned south, and sailed down the spine of Cape Cod toward the land in which the Pilgrims might peaceably and legally settle and begin their new lives. That calm afternoon there were many factors at play for the Pilgrims, their captain, and the other passengers on board ship.

         They had been through a kind of Hell: a voyage beset with difficulties both human and natural that none of them could have imagined back in Leiden. One of the few things that brought relief to those miserable, crowded, sick people was a generous ration of beer for men, women, and children—often as much as a gallon a day dipped out of the huge barrels carried in the back of the boat in a dank storage space below the water line. Taken on board at Southampton, the beer was sometimes called “ship’s beer” and probably had about 5 or 6 percent alcohol. Even when the wind blew so hard that the sails had to be taken down and the ship lay ahull, a swallow or two of beer calmed the body and eased the soul.

         With enough beer, a man or woman was not only healthy but also often happy. Beer was also a problem on Captain Jones’s mind. Not only did he need enough beer for the rest of the voyage, but also he planned to sail back to England as soon as possible, as soon as the Pilgrims had established a settlement, and he needed to husband his beer for passengers and crew during the return voyage.

         Beer and wine are made through fermentation and are relatively easy to create compared to hard liquor, which requires distillation. Beer is made through the boiling and steeping of a substance—traditionally barley—and the addition of yeast, which causes the brew to ferment over time. “Beer in the 1699’s was dark and cloudy, was flavored with hops, and in the popular version, it carried an alcohol level approaching 6 per cent,” writes Gregg Smith in his book Beer in America. In spite of its foul appearance, Smith writes, “The newcomers considered beer essential to the infant colony’s social, cultural, and physical health. Beer was more than a necessity, it was as indispensable as breathing.”17

         Later, the Pilgrims would find a way to make beer out of many things that they found in New England, including corn and carrots. Their inventiveness when it came to creating this most necessary of drinks—beer—has been immortalized by an anonymous seventeenth-century American poet who wrote: “If Barley be wanting to make into malt / We must be content and think it no fault; / For we can make liquor to sweeten our lips / Of pumpkins and parsnips and walnut tree chips.”

         As Captain Jones knew from experience on many voyages, beer was essential to the well-being of his ship. As soon as he had started rationing the beer on the Mayflower, scurvy began to appear among the passengers. “They were down to their last casks of beer,” Nathaniel Philbrick writes in Mayflower. “Due to the notoriously bad quality of the drinking water in seventeenth-century England, beer was considered essential to a healthy diet.” The dwindling of the Mayflower’s beer supplies was one of the reasons the Pilgrims needed to land as soon as possible. Until they could start brewing their own New England beer, they would have to rely on the stores on the Mayflower.18

         So as Captain Jones sailed south with the wind and made way for their original destination, getting the passengers ashore—to any shore—was becoming increasingly imperative for him both as the ship’s captain and as one of its owners. There was no reliable chart of the water between Cape Cod, where the Pilgrims found themselves, and their official destination in Northern Virginia, but it was hoped that sailing south would get them there in a few days. The ocean had other ideas. With the wind pleasantly behind them from the Northeast they were headed, as Philbrick notes, “for certain death.”

         The nine-mile stretch of water between the end of Cape Cod at Monomoy and the end of Nantucket at the wide hook of Great Point is a treacherous series of shoals and currents called Pollock Rip. Shifting sand changes the configuration of the shoals, and the tides can come roaring through the gap between the Cape and Nantucket in a way that makes the Rip difficult to navigate. Many ships have foundered and sunk in Pollock Rip. It is estimated that half of the shipwrecks on the eastern coast lie there. On the other hand dozens of ships a week sail through it without harm. But the Pilgrims did not have navigation or tidal charts. Their only navigational tool was Captain Jones’s backstaff, a quadrant that he would line up with the sun to try and chart their course. Soon the ship was in trouble, battered by the rip tide and pushed toward the edge of what is now Handkerchief Shoal by the winds. “They fell amongst dangerous shoals and roaring breakers, and they were so far entangled therewith as they conceived themselves in great danger,” Bradford wrote.19

         Almost miraculously, as the afternoon shaded into evening, the wind shifted to the south. Captain Jones set his sails and turned the prow of the ship back up the coast of Cape Cod. “With the wind building from the south, Jones made a historic decision,” Philbrick writes. “They weren’t going to the Hudson River. They were going back around Cape Cod to New England.”20 Cape Cod had been their first landfall, and they had fallen in love with the idea of wooded hills and magnificent dunes. The decision to land illegally on Cape Cod had a huge effect on the later fate of the Pilgrims and the way in which the American character was formed. An illegal landing in a hostile place, partially caused because of a shortage of beer, was not an auspicious beginning.

         Once they felt safe and out of the treacherous water of Pollock Rip, the Mayflower passengers were in an uproar over the decision to land well north of their original destination. The polyglot group—Separatists and Strangers—had lost one of their common interests. If they were to proceed, they needed to find a way to work together to build their settlement. They drew up the agreement that would let them go forward, an endorsement of civil law rather than law by divine right. A simple half-page document, the Mayflower Compact guaranteed a general democracy and pledged a civil “body politic.”

         On the morning of November 11, the Mayflower finally anchored in the harbor sheltered by the rounded arm of Cape Cod. Their small shallop, a boat brought along for exploration, was still stowed in the Mayflower’s hold in pieces, so they waded in to the sandy beach. “We could not come near the shore by three quarters of an English mile, because of shallow water; which was a great prejudice to us, for our people going on shore were forced to wade a bow shot or two in going a-land, which caused many to get colds and coughs, for it was many times freezing cold weather,” Bradford and Winslow wrote years later in their account of the Mayflower, Mourt’s Relation. The outlook was not promising. “They came into the harbor at Cape Cod, and they saw nothing but a naked and barren place,” Bradford wrote in his own journal. “They began to think what should become of them.”21

         For the first winter the Pilgrims spent on Cape Cod, the Mayflower would be the center of their lives. Captain Jones was not able to set back toward England until April 1621, by which time the settlers had written and signed the Mayflower Compact, found a place for their new settlement across Cape Cod in Plymouth Harbor, and begun building what would become their central town. Bradford called these awful months “the starving time.” Famine was just one of their problems. Although only two passengers died during the Mayflower’s voyage from England, a combination of hunger, illness, and exposure killed almost half of the Mayflower’s passengers before spring; including Bradford’s wife, Dorothy, who drowned in a way that suggested she might have killed herself.

         Dorothy Bradford’s death is a mystery that future generations have tried to solve. Perhaps Bradford, who would become the governor of the Plymouth Bay Colony, had fallen in love with someone else. Perhaps William Brewster, a fellow Mayflower passenger, made unwelcome advances to her. Certainly the fate of a woman whose husband had gone off in the shallop to try to find a new harbor, who had left her beloved son behind in Holland, and who must have thought she would never see home again, looked understandably grim. “But that which was most sad and lamentable was, that in two or three months’ time half of their company died, especially in January and February, being the depth of winter, and wanting houses and other comforts,” Bradford wrote, “being infected with the scurvy and…other diseases which this long voyage and their inaccomodate condition had brought upon them.”22

         Although Bradford believed that everything happened according to the Lord’s plan, the first winter on Cape Cod may have tested his faith. The death rate, the misery and drowning of his own wife, the repeated skirmishes with unfriendly local Indians, the fire that consumed the first house the Pilgrims built at Plymouth, and the accidents and near disasters might well have discouraged a lesser leader. Yet during this time, Bradford and Captain Jones still had the energy to quarrel over beer. Beer in the Mayflower’s hold was clearly marked by owner, and the Pilgrims’ share of the beer was gone by December, one month after their landing. The remaining beer belonged to Captain Jones, who encouraged his passengers to stay on shore instead of staying with the ship. They were, as Bradford wrote, “hasted ashore and made to drink water that the seamen might have more beer.”

         When Bradford came down with an illness that almost killed him, he begged Jones for a beer. Bradford was the community’s de facto leader along with the soldier Miles Standish—who was also called “shrimp” for his diminutive stature. Although John Carver was officially the governor, the handsome and eloquent Bradford was already the man the Pilgrims looked to for guidance. He would soon become the actual governor of the Plymouth Bay Colony and rule it well until his death in 1657. Bradford had been on most of the dangerous trips to explore both the interior of Cape Cod and the possibilities of a place for the new settlement. He had been shot at by Indians and hoisted off the ground and turned upside down by an animal trap. His courage was unquestioned.

         Captain Jones said no. Even if Bradford had been Jones’s own father, none of the ship’s beer could be spared. But even the steely Captain Jones had a change of heart when he saw how sick his former passengers became as they tried to live on land and drink the putrid water from the Mayflower’s storage barrels. Later he told Bradford that he would send beer to those who “had need of it” even if it meant the captain had to drink water on the way home to England.23

         It took the better part of two months for the men of the Mayflower to assemble the shallop, the small sailing ship they carried in pieces in the hold of the Mayflower, and explore Cape Cod Bay, finally discovering the calms of Plymouth Harbor where they decided to settle. On their way to Plymouth they encountered their first Native Americans, and were again frequently shipwrecked and lost. They were in a hurry to begin building because of the Mayflower’s schedule, although their original plan—to send the ship home filled with furs and timber from the New World—seemed like a delusional dream. For one thing, the sooner they could build a brewery, the sooner they could produce their own beer. “In each of the new settlements the need for breweries was immediate. No matter how small the colony, the population expanded faster than imports of ale from Europe could provision. Of all the hardships endured (by the Pilgrims) the lack of beer was the one that caused the most displeasure,” writes Smith.24

         A brew house was one of the first structures built in Plymouth, and it was soon joined by a local tavern. The Pilgrims believed beer was an unalloyed good, a “good creature of God.” People who did not drink were suspect and “crank-brained.” After their first dreadful winter, the Pilgrims began to establish themselves and their drinking patterns with more success. The famous first Thanksgiving included enough to eat for all—and also enough to drink, since the Pilgrims’ first barley crop had borne fermentable fruit. Their Indian friend Samoset joined them in a few beers and found that they made friendship very inviting. Soon enough the Pilgrims had more taverns—public houses that for years served as courthouses and centers of government throughout New England.

         The Plymouth Colony Court records begin in 1623. As Plymouth grew, the courts began granting licenses to make and sell liquor. By 1635 drunkenness became against the law. The instigator was one John Holmes, who got so drunk that his punishment was time in the stocks and a twenty-shilling fine. Soon the Plymouth Court ruled “that the person in whose house any were found or suffered to drink drunk be left to the arbitrary fine and punishment of the Governor and Council, according to the nature and circumstance of the same.” Later the laws were increased and refined.

           One Thomas Lucas, a drunken repeat offender, was indicted for drinking with Thomas Savory’s wife, Ann, at her home on a Sunday, after which she was found drunk “under a hedge, in uncivil and beastly manner.” Ann was sentenced to the stocks. Soon enough Lucas’s drunkenness provoked the Court into punishing anyone who sold him liquor: “It was ordered concerning him, that all that sell drink be strictly ordered and prohibited to let him have none.” He was fined. He was sentenced to be publicly whipped. He was accused of abusing his wife. He sat in the stocks. Tavern owners were ordered not to serve him. Somehow he still got drunk, even on Sunday. On January 6, 1678, Lucas was found dead in a local ditch. The cause of death, the court records show, was “he being very ancient and decrepit in his limbs, and it being very cold, and having drunk some drink, got a violent fall into a ditch, in a very dangerous place, could not recover himself, but bruised his body, and lying all night in the cold, so he came by his end.” He was the first Plymouth settler whose death was officially linked to alcohol consumption—more than fifty years after the gallon-a-day rations had been imposed on the Mayflower.25

         Was the Mayflower truly cursed? Botched or cursed, afflicted with disease, indecision, suicide, and seemingly wrong-headed navigation, this small high-hulled boat certainly seemed to be a ship of fools, men and women befuddled by the beer that they drank almost constantly. Often where there is a curse, there is a drink, and this was very much the case with the Pilgrims.

         Their beverage of choice was beer, although they also drank plenty of whiskey and aqua vitae—a kind of gin—and later cider and rum. On the voyage from England, beer was their everything. Beer was their fruit and their vegetables in a diet that otherwise consisted of bread, cheese, and meat. Beer was their yogurt with its healing enzymes, and beer was their medicinal spirit. Beer was their water, and beer was their, well, beer.

         The many misfortunes that crowded around the voyage—swindlers, robbers, accidents, dissension, and ultimately disease and death—seem to be more than the share of one small boatload of intrepid souls eager to find a new way to live. What of their many errors? Their excessive trust? Their inability to sail through Pollock Rip? Their eagerness to land where they were not legally able to land? Was this a curse, or did it have something to do with the fact that they were almost constantly drinking beer? By modern standards, the Pilgrims were sailing while intoxicated—a gallon of beer a day almost certainly yields a blood alcohol level of more than .08, which would make it illegal to drive in today’s United States. The Pilgrims—men, women, and children—were all impaired a great deal of the time. Perhaps this was one of the factors that drove their bad decisions and incompetent preparations.

         The fact that the Mayflower landed on Cape Cod had innumerable effects on American history and on the American character. With her bad luck, scruffy passengers and drunken sailing, the Mayflower is still our glorious origin myth. As William Bradford wrote in Mourt’s Relation,26 his and Edward Winslow’s account of the voyage published in 1622, “We could not now take time for further search or consideration, our victuals being much spent, especially our beer.” The winds and the Pilgrims’ thirst for beer had sealed their fate and influenced ours.
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