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DEDICATION


A Generous Pour is dedicated to the current generation of Kellys including those descendants not actively engaged in the restaurant business (such as my remarkable brothers, Tinker, Chris, and Bryan), who remain enthusiastic standard-bearers of our time-honored family tradition.


Regarding my phenomenal family, I must note that the singularly wisest decision of my life has been reflected in my choice to begin dating (and later marry) my roommate’s best friend’s roommate at the University of Tennessee. It goes without saying that my union with the low-key but indomitable and whip-smart Cathy Kelly, née Quillman, has blessed me beyond measure. We have raised two exceedingly independent, highly successful, and terrifically kind, generous humans: Megan and Bickham. In turn, we are immensely lucky to add two new additions to our family in our daughter-in-law, Carson, and our grandson, Grady.


In memory of my marvelous father, Bill, and my unparalleled Uncle Jimmy, as well as Johnny, Buster, Alan, Walter, Primus, Victor, Little Joe, and each of the Kelly team members (both then and now) who committed their hearts and souls to ensure that every experience at Jimmy Kelly’s ranks as unforgettable, I raise my glass high, and say, as we Irish would, Sláinte Mhaith (to good health)!












Prologue A GREAT STEAK AND A GENEROUS POUR OF WHISKEY



Whenever I think things are tough in my life, I remember my grandfather and great-grandfather, John and James Kelly, respectively. Knowing the times they lived through, the difficulties they faced—from the Irish Potato Famine to the American Civil War, the Great Depression, two World Wars, and everything in between—I sometimes wonder if our present society could endure what they did. Maybe with all our specialization and technological progress, we’ve grown soft. So I think it’s worth remembering what our ancestors endured and how their never-say-die spirit formed the country we live in today.


I didn’t know James or John, but my grandmother Ethel was a lively storyteller. As a boy, I spent hours 10listening to her reminisce about the old days. It was fascinating. My uncle Jimmy and my father, Bill, also shared memories that absorbed me. So I began writing them down.


The stories in this book are true. Some minor details may be hazy, but I’ve done my utmost to present the facts as I believe they occurred. I’ve included a list of suggested reading at the end of the book, in case you want to know where I got some of my historical facts, or even if you just want to know more about specific events.


In his early teens, my great-grandfather James Michael Kelly fled Ireland during the Great Famine with a coil of copper tubing for a still and the knowledge his father had taught him about how to make great whiskey. After James lost an eye in the American Civil War, he earned his keep making Tennessee moonshine. He also sold ice to Nashville saloons and restaurants to chill the fish, game, and beef they served.


At age twenty-one my grandfather John Brady Kelly bought his first saloon, where he served fine whiskeys and wholesome bar food until Prohibition shut him down. To support his family, he took up the dangerous trade of transporting whiskey to Nashville from as far away as Canada and the Bahamas. In time, he opened an elegant speakeasy called the 216 Dinner Club, where he served excellent liquor and the thickest, juiciest steaks in Nashville. Celebrities, Grand Ole Opry stars, and famous politicians hung their hats at the 216 Club, and that’s where John’s son, my uncle Jimmy, earned his chops as a restaurateur.


“We make our guests feel like we’re welcoming them into our home,” my grandfather used to say. “We give them a great steak and a generous pour of whiskey, and they keep coming back over and over.”


Jimmy Kelly’s Steakhouse is Nashville’s oldest fine restaurant, and it remains an institution in our city, a meeting place for all manner of personalities. When Uncle Jimmy retired, the restaurant passed to a new location under my father Bill Kelly’s leadership, and now it’s my turn at the helm.


I grew up in this business. My grandfather’s 216 Club was still open when I was a boy, and I loved sliding down the banister of its grand spiral staircase. At Uncle Jimmy’s place across town, my little brothers and I used to play hide-and-seek in the meat locker, running between the sides of beef hanging in rows from the ceiling of the cooler. I was tall enough to grab a meat hook and pull myself up off the floor so my brothers wouldn’t see my feet.


Sometimes I’d watch the chefs take down the sides of beef when they were really “green.” Many people don’t realize that’s when beef reaches its maximum flavor. I’d watch them sharpen their knives and strip the velvet green outside layer off the carcass. Aging makes even the finest meat more tender and flavorful. During this natural process, enzymes break down and tenderize the beef, giving it a unique flavor and ensuring utmost tenderness.


That’s when I first learned how to handle a properly aged steak. In reality I continue to learn something new about the restaurant business every day.


Growing up, my brothers and I worked in the kitchen wrapping potatoes in foil, mixing cornbread, and making salads, and most often busing tables. I loved working with my dad. Like all the Kellys, he was a real character, a true restaurant man.


One Saturday night after a Vanderbilt football game, the restaurant was packed with guests lining the staircase waiting for a table, and an elderly lady sitting at a corner table waved for my attention. “Mr. Kelly,” she said, “our dinner was wonderful and our waiter could not have been any better but… do you always let your busboy smoke a pipe?”


I looked around, and there was my father racing around the dining room busing and resetting tables as fast as anyone, with his hand-carved briar pipe clenched between his teeth. He had brought my mother for dinner, but when he saw how busy the restaurant was, he’d grabbed a bus tray and pitched in to help. I turned to the lady with a smile and said, “Not usually, but that’s my father, and I learned a long time ago just to let him do whatever he wants.”


The Kelly family history is colorful, to say the least, but one theme runs through it all: endurance. I’m writing this book not just to tell a family story, but to tell an American story, the history of tough, resourceful people who survived heartaches, wars, and the Great Depression—who lost everything, picked themselves up, and started over again.
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Chapter 1 THE DAY MY GRANDFATHER MET AL CAPONE



Late one afternoon in 1925, John Kelly was walking down Chicago’s Michigan Avenue, whistling a tune because he’d just had a grand day at the racetrack. For the past week, he’d been visiting Chicago’s notorious speakeasies, trying to purchase bonded liquor for his customers in Nashville. As he strolled along, jingling the coins in his pockets, a black Packard slid to a halt at the curb, and two dark-suited men jumped out. Before John had time to react, they circled behind him and ordered him into their car.


These were the kind of men you didn’t say no to. It was now five years into national Prohibition, and Chicago had become the murder capital of the country. With a thumping heart, John climbed into the back seat, whispering a silent Our Father and praying he might live to see his wife and children again.


As the car picked up speed, John struggled to control his fear. The men seated in front said nothing. All he could see were the backs of their necks. He knew they were strongmen, but for which group? The Genna Brothers, the North Side Gang, and the South Side’s Outfit were fighting to control the liquor that flowed from Canada through Detroit across the Great Lakes and into Chicago’s central distribution hub. But John had made a point to avoid the rival groups. Why did they want him? Had he crossed someone’s turf without knowing it?


They drove south down Michigan Avenue. When they stopped at the swanky Metropole Hotel, John was pretty sure he knew where he was. He’d read that this hotel was the headquarters of the legendary Al Capone. John had never seen the man, except in photos in the newspapers, but he’d heard about Capone’s volatile temper. Capone’s Outfit controlled two full floors at the Metropole, and several guards stood sentry in the lobby. As the two strongmen ushered John into the elevator, his nerves were twitching like electric wires.


They took him to the penthouse suite, and just before they opened the door, John straightened his tie and shot his French cuffs. Inside, a party was in full swing with piano music and noisy laughter. Burly men and beautiful women gyrated through the steps of the popular new dance called the Lindy Hop, and hotel waiters carried trays of highballs and champagne. Seated in their midst, on a broad leather divan, was the powerful boss himself, smoking a Cuban cigar.


Al Capone looked more like a dapper businessman than a criminal. He wore a dark pinstriped suit and a stylish polka-dot tie, and he appeared to be telling a story that made his listeners rock with laughter. When he noticed John hesitating in the doorway, a smile dimpled his chubby cheeks. He raced to the doorway to welcome his guest. “Come in, Mr. Kelly. I’ve heard a lot about you.”


John felt more alarmed than ever, but he kept a calm exterior and took the seat Capone had indicated. A waiter brought drinks—Jack Daniel’s whiskey for John and Templeton Rye for Capone. Again, the boss smiled. “Sorry about the, uh, unusual invitation, Mr. Kelly. I hope the boys treated you OK.”


“I’m fine,” John managed to answer as he smiled back. Capone was not the man he’d expected. The boss was behaving like a gentleman welcoming a guest into his home.


Capone continued, “You’re Irish, right? My wife’s Irish too.” He explained that his wife, Mae, was Irish Catholic, and they had a boy named Sonny. Then he asked about John’s family. Clearly, he was trying to be sociable, but John remained on high alert, giving as few details about his family as possible.


Capone offered a Cuban cigar from a humidor, and while John lit up and puffed the fragrant tobacco, Capone said he’d always admired the Irish for their “smarts.” John nodded politely, waiting for the axe to drop.


“We have a mutual friend,” Capone said, raising his voice over the party noise. “George Remus in Cincinnati. George and I own a dog track together.”


John’s neck tightened. He’d been buying Remus’s stockpiled bonded liquor for several years. Was that why Capone’s men had grabbed him? As casually as his tight cheek muscle would allow, John said, “George has some trouble with the law, I hear.”


Actually, George Remus had just been indicted on thousands of violations of the Volstead Act (the National Prohibition Act). That’s why John was seeking a new supplier in Chicago.


Capone flicked ash from his cigar and scowled. “Don’t worry about George. He’ll shake off those feds.”


The telephone rang, and Capone took the call. After listening for a minute, he grunted an answer and hung up. Then he turned back to John with a cagey smile. “I hear you’ve been buying a lot of liquor in Chicago, but no one seems to know where it’s going. Tell me about your operation, John.”


This set off sirens in John’s brain. Was Capone planning to move into Nashville? John glanced at the strongmen guarding the door, then studied Capone’s glittering eyes. Since he had little choice, he explained in simple terms that he’d been a saloonkeeper in Nashville before Prohibition, that his customers still wanted quality liquor, and that he was buying goods to fill their orders.


Capone opened his pudgy hands. “I’m just a businessman like you, John. We’re both giving people what they want.”


John took a sip of his drink, feigning an ease he didn’t feel.


Finally Capone came to the point. “George Remus says you’re aces. He says you’ve got a good head for business, and he’s the man who would know. John, I want you to run my entire operation in the South.”


John felt blood pounding in his ears. He held himself dead-still.


Capone continued, “This is your opportunity to go big, John. You’ll be a millionaire, with full protection from my Outfit.”


Now John’s scalp was sweating. Work for Al Capone? Impossible. There were too many greedy hands reaching for too much money. He’d seen the criminal element all along the path where he’d found sources of bonded liquor—places such as Nassau, Detroit, and Chicago. He dealt in illegal liquor, sure, but John considered himself an honest man defying a bad law in order to provide a needed service for his loyal, longtime customers. He would have to turn the offer down. But would such a commanding person as Al Capone tolerate a refusal?


John flashed his warmest Irish smile. “I’m just a country boy, Mr. Capone. That’s a generous offer, but I’m doing OK in Nashville. That’s enough for me.”


Capone’s dark gaze bore into John like a drill. “You’re sure about that?”


John forced himself to remain motionless, though every muscle in his body screamed for him to get up and run. He had to find a graceful way to appease this man, and he saw only one solution.


So he smiled again and said, “From now on, I’ll buy all my whiskey from you.”


Capone barked a short laugh. He must have realized this Nashville Irishman would not be moved by threats. Maybe John won his respect that night, and maybe Capone won John’s as well. In any case, they came to a friendly agreement. John would buy Capone’s liquor—at inflated prices—and in return, the Outfit would protect him. As the two men parted, Capone clapped John on the back and stuck an extra cigar in his pocket. “Remus warned me you were a straight arrow.”


When John returned to his own hotel room, he noticed that, after exhibiting exhibiting such long, rigid control, his hands were shaking. Perhaps as he tossed and turned and turned throughout that sleepless night, he questioned why fate had brought him here. For an answer, he reminded himself that his father, James, had arrived in America carrying only one valuable possession, the tool of his future livelihood: a coil of copper tubing for a whiskey still. John was simply carrying on the family business.










Chapter 2 WHAT JAMES BROUGHT FROM THE OLD COUNTRY



My great-grandfather James Michael Kelly was born in 1833 in County Wicklow, Ireland, which is on the east coast facing England. Maybe that’s appropriate, since England had so much to do with James Kelly’s early years. By the time he was twelve, the Irish Potato Famine had begun.


Ireland’s tenant farmers, such as the Kellys, were hard-bitten field hands, man and boy, woman and girl. Throughout the 1800s, they struggled from dawn to dusk on their small allotments, trying to supply the English market with grain. Their own main food was the potato: cheap, nutritious, and fairly easy to grow in Irish soil. By the time James was born, almost half the Irish population, especially the rural poor, depended on potatoes for survival.


In 1845, a strain of blight arrived via a cargo ship from North America. Because Ireland’s weather was cool and wet that year, the blight spread like a black fog, rotting potato crops in the fields. The following years brought widespread crop failures, and soon the people of Ireland were starving. Rather than provide food aid, the English Parliament, which ruled over them, levied new taxes on Irish landowners to raise money for “public works relief,” a euphemism for the workhouse, where the most destitute were put to hard labor.


Those conditions led to the Famine Rebellion of 1848, a failed uprising of young Irish miners, tradesmen, and tenant farmers who were protesting English rule. Their fight was quickly put down, however, by the pro-English constabulary.


Finally in the late 1840s, the Kelly family scraped together enough cash by selling the last of their valuables and bought passage to America for their three eldest children. Though the mother, father, and younger siblings would have to stay behind, their hopes rested on at least three Kellys surviving in the New World. His father charged James, the oldest, with caring for his little brother, William, and sister, Margaret.


As the family stood on the crowded docks of Queenstown (later called Cobh, and now best known as the Titanic’s last port of call in 1912) in County Cork, James’s father, William, placed a coil of copper tubing in the boy’s hands and told him to keep it safe. Even if James couldn’t find a job right away, the anguished father assured him, as long as he found grain and good water, he could build a still and make whiskey to sell.


Then, like thousands of other Irish families, the Kellys parted forever. In that moment James became a man, in responsibility if not in years. Grimly, he led his frightened little sister and brother aboard the dilapidated, three-mast schooner, one of the many Irish refugee vessels that would later be known as “coffin ships.”


Overcrowded, filthy, and in poor repair, the coffin ships were deployed by their owners for maximum profit. The passengers lived in squalid conditions, with only four feet of height between decks, and no sanitation. To keep costs down, the tiered bunks were plain wooden slats with a thin layer of straw, built six-by-six feet, to be shared by four people each. Maybe James noticed these alarming signs as he walked around the ship that first day, but he was too desperate to complain. He would soon discover there was worse to come.


In just a few days, it became clear that the ship carried too little drinking water and food for their overload of passengers. This was business as usual among the coffin ships. In one recorded case, the passengers were given no food at all during their forty-one-day voyage, and almost no water. As the weeks passed, James and his siblings slowly shared the cured beef and soda bread their mother had packed for them.


During the crossing, savage North Atlantic storms rocked the creaking old ship, terrifying and sickening young Margaret. Many passengers came down with dysentery from drinking the contaminated water, and all became malnourished. More dreadful was the typhus outbreak that spread quickly in the cramped conditions belowdecks. On some ships, the death rate reached 30 percent. On James’s ship, one of the earliest to die was little Margaret.


In New York Harbor, James and William waited aboard their quarantined ship, exhausted, dehydrated, and probably in shock, as their arrivals were processed. Since both boys were illiterate, they signed their paperwork with an X. Then, at last, James met a stroke of good luck. He was hired “right off the boat” to work in bridge construction at a place he’d never heard of before—Nashville, Tennessee.


Since he couldn’t take his young brother along, James reached out to the Catholic Church for help, and a kind priest arranged to settle little William with a local family. This was how Irish immigrants got by in those days. Their one reliable safety net was the Catholic Church.


After another family parting, James set out for the wild American interior, still a boy in stature but already a man at heart. For months, he laid the stone supports for a suspension bridge across the Cumberland River in Nashville. Only the second bridge ever built in the city, it was seven hundred feet long and high enough to allow steamboats to pass underneath. (It would be rebuilt more than once at the same site and eventually came to be known as the Woodland Street Bridge.) Every month, James sent back part of his wages for his brother’s keep until William was old enough to fend for himself.


James made friends with his local coworkers, and when construction ended, he went south with some of them to the rich farmlands around Fayetteville, Tennessee, just a short hop from Lynchburg. When he saw the fields of tall green corn and the clear, spring-fed creeks, he knew he’d found an ideal setting for his whiskey still. And so, at age seventeen, James Kelly set up shop making whiskey.










Chapter 3 WHISKEY, WITS, AND WAR



The making of whiskey was lawful in the 1850s, but the US government charged a tax on liquor, a fact that James Kelly must have smiled at. Dozens of times back in Ireland, he had witnessed his father rushing to hide the family’s small “poteen” still from the English excise men.


The Irish considered whiskey-making a natural right, but their English occupiers had passed a law in 1556 that limited its manufacture to “gentlemen, peers and freemen of the larger towns,” and then only to those with a license purchased from the English Crown. Of course, Irishmen being Irishmen, they ignored the law and made as much as they liked. When the Crown imposed a whiskey tax, excise men began to comb the Irish hills, searching for hidden stills.


In Tennessee, the tax men were called “revenuers,” but the dynamic was the same. The Irish and Scots immigrants who populated the Tennessee hills knew they could earn ten times more selling corn whiskey than they could selling plain corn, and they saw no reason to pay the government for the fruits of their own work. Like hundreds of others, James grew adept at making whiskey by moonlight.


After stirring his vat of corn mash till it reached the right consistency, he drew off the liquid and poured it into his “poteen,” or pot still. This round copper vessel had a long swan neck that curved over to connect with the coiled copper tubing James had brought from Ireland. This coil was submerged in a barrel of cold water. Alcohol boils faster than water, so when James lit a fire under his pot, the alcohol vapor rose into the swan neck, then flowed through the water-cooled copper coil, where it condensed into a rich, white liquid that dripped from the end of the tube into a collection bucket.


Dipping his cup for a taste, James smiled. Corn yields more sugar than other grains, so his corn whiskey was smoother and sweeter than the barley whiskey his father used to make. Even without aging it, this was good stuff.


In time, James’s whiskey drew a band of loyal customers, including a local Fayetteville boy named Felix Motlow. James and Felix were the same age and both loved the outdoors, so they became friends. James found the life of a moonshiner suited him well. But then came the day when shots were fired over a small harbor fortress in Charleston, South Carolina. James probably didn’t understand all the reasons for the war we now call the Civil War. But when his pal Felix and other Fayetteville boys joined the Confederate Army, he did too.


In 1861, James Kelly enlisted with Turney’s First Tennessee Infantry in the Frank Cheatham Bivouac. The following year, he took a glancing shot through the eye at the Battle of Gaines’ Mill in Hanover County, Virginia. He lost that eye, and the other eye was damaged. And though he could no longer see to shoot, James stayed with his regiment, cooking meals, making whiskey with his portable poteen, and driving a camp wagon when the troops were on the move. The danger and hardship he shared with Felix Motlow strengthened their bond, but the misfortunes of war struck again when Felix was taken captive at Gettysburg.


The Civil War lasted four grueling years, and even after Lee surrendered to Grant at Appomattox Courthouse, some Confederates continued to fight. By the summer of 1865, though, the conflict was over for all, and seemingly by a miracle, both James and Felix survived.


After the war, Felix married a girl named Finetta Daniel, whose brother was a precocious young fellow named Jasper Newton “Jack” Daniel. The boy had left home when his father was killed in the war, and he apprenticed with a Lynchburg moonshiner, Dan Call, under the tutelage of an enslaved master distiller named Nearest Green. One year after the war, Jack Daniel started his own small distillery in Lynchburg, and for a while, he boarded with Felix and Finetta. James Kelly met Jack there when he visited his old war buddy Felix. But James needed to earn his keep, so once again, he tried his luck in Nashville.


Northern troops had occupied Nashville since early in the war, and while many Southern cities were decimated, Tennessee’s state capital had thrived. There were plenty of jobs, and the refugees of war had flooded in, Northerners and Southerners alike, including freed slaves. The huge influx of young men accelerated the demand for strong spirits, and many moonshiners were drawn to the region.


People drank more beer and liquor in those days in large part because the water was unsafe to drink. Trash and sewage went straight into the rivers and streams, and the drinking water supply was neither chemically treated nor adequately filtered. The first reservoir to allow mud and debris to settle out of the water—the 8th Avenue Reservoir—wouldn’t be built for another twenty-plus years.1 So to avoid the frequent outbreaks of cholera and other sickness, people turned to alcohol.


Along with the hundreds of saloons in Nashville, there followed a stream of brothels and gambling halls, the primary male entertainment in those days before movies or other leisure options were commonly available. During the war, Union soldiers contracted so many venereal diseases that their Nashville commander loaded a steamboat full of prostitutes and sent them up the river to Cincinnati, only to have Cincinnati send them right back. As a last resort, Nashville became the first US city to legalize and regulate prostitution. All sex workers were required to get a clean medical certificate and a $5 license, or face jail time.


Nashville outlawed prostitution after the war, yet the world’s “oldest business” didn’t miss a beat. Hordes of young men remained in town to work, and the brothels and saloons still did a riotous business. The city’s banks, lumber companies, depots, and warehouses were bulging with wealth and goods. The Louisville and Nashville Railroad was thundering with traffic, and the river port was busier than ever. Needless to say, the desire for good whiskey exploded.


When James Kelly arrived in Nashville with his poteen still, he saw that that the bridge he’d labored so long to build had been destroyed in the war. A new bridge was already under construction, though, and despite his partial blindness, James saw opportunities everywhere. Now in his early thirties, he was still hale and hardy. He found work driving a wagon, first for Shamrock Flour Mill, then for Northern Ice Company.


At night, he made moonshine. Hundreds of stills operated in the environs of Nashville to serve the growing demand. Nashville’s thirst was so large that tons of corn had to be shipped in from other states. James’s moonshine yielded a steady income.


With his years of practice, he could make whiskey blindfolded, which was just as well because the sight in his one remaining eye was weakening. Still, he was a tall, brawny Irishman with a gusto for life, and the eye patch only made him look more dashing. That same year, he met and married Ellen Byrne. Over the next few years, she bore him two sons, William and Edward. With the responsibility of a new family, James had to work harder than ever.


For the US as a whole, the late nineteenth century was so economically prosperous that Mark Twain and his coauthor Charles Dudley Warner later dubbed it America’s “Gilded Age.” Thousands of new inventions were patented—including the telegraph, telephone, and electric power—and the US saw the formation of vast transportation and communications networks. New rail lines allowed people, products, and farm produce to move freely. Agriculture, mining, and steel manufacture boomed. Many new banks arose as new captains of finance such as John D. Rockefeller, John Jacob Astor, J. P. Morgan, and Andrew Carnegie took charge of the economy.


In 1891, thirty years after James Kelly’s war injury, he received a disability pension. Now fifty-eight and so visually impaired that he had to be led around by the hand, he could have simply retired.


Instead, he used the pension to start his own ice company, Kelly and Sons.


He and his boys made ice on a barge in the Cumberland River, then cut and stacked it in straw till the warm season. James drove his horse-drawn wagon around Nashville, selling ice to the scores of saloons, brothels, and restaurants that now filled his lively city.


Handling the blocks of ice was harsh, dangerous work involving numb hands, sharp instruments, and frigid temperatures. The huge blocks could slide easily, bruising and bloodying anyone who stood in the way. But James and his sons were tough. Despite blindness and aging muscles, James did that work until the end of his life to support his large family. Altogether, he and Ellen raised five living children. After William and Edward came two girls, Mary and Nellie Clare. The youngest boy was my grandfather, John Brady Kelly.










Chapter 4 KELLY AND SONS IN THE MEN’S QUARTER



In 1904, at the height of his success, James Kelly died. He’d lived seventy-one years and worked dawn to dark for most of them. But the company he founded lived on. Thanks to the continued surge of business activity in Nashville and the eating, drinking, gambling, and partying that went with it, Kelly and Sons Ice Company was flourishing. Indeed, James’s sons were importing ice from up north to meet the rising demand.


Most of their customers were the bars and eateries located in the Men’s Quarter, the elegant red-light district surrounding Printer’s Alley in the heart of old Nashville. Home to fine hotels, restaurants, saloons, and bawdy music shows, the Men’s Quarter was the place where lawyers and businessmen met to sign contracts and where state legislators did deals in smoky backrooms. Since the Quarter lay in the shadow of the State Capitol building, it was a hub of politics when the legislature was in session. Of course, no respectable lady ever ventured into the infamous Men’s Quarter.


Through its center ran Cherry Street (now Fourth Avenue), where numerous publishers, including two major newspapers, operated their presses night and day, giving Printer’s Alley its name. Beer and whiskey flowed around the clock. With the Bottled-in-Bond Act (1897) now in effect, the better saloons served bonded liquor, a term reserved for pure, unadulterated liquor of reliable quality, which was also the product of one distillation season. The good news for Kelly and Sons was that every chef and barkeep needed ice.


But winds of change were blowing through the Men’s Quarter.


Since the early 1800s, women’s groups had been urging reforms in civil society—first abolition, then women’s suffrage and temperance. The temperance movement was originally founded by wives whose families were afflicted by the drunkenness of their menfolk. These women advocated limits on alcohol sales, but conservative clergymen soon demanded total prohibition.


One of the fieriest agitators in the women’s temperance movement was a Kentucky radical named Carrie Nation, who was often seen in Nashville. After a brief disastrous marriage to an alcoholic, she came to believe that, like Joan of Arc, she’d been ordained by God to fight liquor. One of her tactics was to enter saloons with a hatchet, chopping at the bars and smashing the liquor bottles. In time, she gathered a posse of hymn-singing disciples, and she was arrested and fined dozens of times.


Tennessee legislators felt pressure from women such as Carrie Nation and from zealous preachers such as the Methodist revivalist Samuel Porter Jones. Over several decades, Tennessee had been gradually tightening its liquor laws, and the Adams Bill of 1903 had left only the state’s nine largest cities still “wet.”2


One indication of the changing scene was the story of a rowdy riverboat captain named Thomas Green Ryman. Captain Ryman had been a regular at the Cherry Street bars until Samuel Porter Jones converted him to temperance. The charismatic Jones preached the evils of drinking in an open-air tent at the corner of Cherry and Broadway, and his theatrical style drew crowds by the thousands.


After Ryman’s conversion, he thanked Jones by building him a hall to preach in, called the Union Gospel Tabernacle, just a block from the Cherry Street saloons. Ryman personally mailed three hundred letters to the downtown saloon owners, inviting them to visit a service at his new Tabernacle. Ryman died in the same year as James Kelly, 1904. After his death, his hall was renamed the Ryman Auditorium.


Large temperance crowds were still gathering to hear Jones preach in the years that followed. For the time being, though, Nashville was still wet, and the Men’s Quarter was still hopping. There was still plenty of need for ice to chill the platters of fish, duck, turkey, venison, and beef served up each night. After James Kelly’s funeral, the family held a conference. Their mother, Ellen, had been dead for nearly twenty years, so it was up to the grown children to decide how to carry on the family ice business.


After a short discussion, they determined that young John would manage Kelly and Sons. Although he was only twenty-one, he had the Irishman’s gift for blarney, and all the customers liked him. Tall, muscular, and good-looking, John had thick black hair that curled over his forehead, and twinkling blue eyes. Like all the Kellys, he was known for honest dealings and a strong Catholic work ethic. What John had more than most was a savvy head for business.


William, the oldest, had a job with another company, but he would help out when he could. Ed was good with numbers, so he would run the office and keep the books. Mary and Nellie Clare would continue to maintain the Kelly family household. Young John would be the “face” of Kelly and Sons, meeting and entertaining customers, making new sales, and keeping the business strong.


The minute their family meeting ended, John rushed across town to share the news with his sweetheart, the beautiful Hannah Feinstein. His prospects were bright, he assured her, and now at last, they could be married. A Catholic-Jewish union was not common in those days, but both families supported the young couple who were so obviously in love. Starry-eyed Hannah picked a date for their wedding.


Soon John became a fixture on Cherry Street, always with a winning smile and a good joke to share. He’d barely known his mother, who had died so young, and now he grieved for his father. But his new duties made him hopeful about the future. He had just unloaded a delivery of ice blocks at the back door of Mr. Edward A. Glennon’s saloon when the older gentleman invited him inside to talk.


John rolled down his shirtsleeves, buttoned his cuffs, and followed Glennon into the saloon’s cool, dark interior. He knew the Glennon family well because, like the Kellys, the Glennons were active members of Nashville’s tight-knit Irish Catholic community. But Glennon was a rising executive at Royal Flour Mills, makers of Martha White self-rising flour, so it was rare to see him at his saloon in the middle of a weekday. John wondered what was up.


Glennon’s saloon sat at the corner of Cedar Street and Cherry (now Charlotte and Fourth), and at that hour it was packed with downtown businessmen, railroad workers, streetcar conductors, tailors, bankers, and judges, all noisily crowded around the lunch buffet. Side by side, they plunked down their nickels for a pint of good German beer and one pass at the platters of fresh breads, meats, and relishes on the counter. Glennon took a seat in a quiet back corner, and John slid into a chair beside him.


For a while, Glennon spoke idly of the summer heat, the prospects of Teddy Roosevelt’s presidential campaign, and the St. Louis World’s Fair, where a Tennessee distiller named Jack Daniel had just won the Gold Medal for Best Whiskey. Obviously, Glennon was putting off the main subject, and John listened with growing curiosity.


Finally, Glennon got down to business. He wanted to sell John his saloon. It turned out he’d had his eye on John for some time. He liked the way the young man handled himself. He offered to finance the transaction, allowing John to pay him off in reasonable installments over time. He said the saloon would set John up for life.


At first, John felt more emotion than he could comfortably control. Gazing around at the busy crowd, he wondered if this offer were too good to be true. Sure enough, when he probed Glennon for more explanation, the older man admitted that some of his business associates had advised him to sell. With all the talk about temperance, it didn’t look good for an executive in a family flour company to be keeping a saloon. Increasingly, liquor carried a social stigma, and Glennon had to think of his career.


John thanked the man heartily for the offer and said he would have to sleep on it. When he left Glennon’s saloon that day, he drove back to the ice house without finishing his rounds. His mind was too full. The idea of taking on such a large debt and learning how to run a saloon, when he had just started managing his family ice business, was almost overwhelming. On top of that, he would be getting married in a couple of months, maybe starting a family. Could he do all that? More important, should he? Was it the chance of a lifetime—or a sucker’s bet?
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