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INTRODUCTION

So how did a nice Jewish fella with a law degree wind up as a saloon keeper?

By chance. And with a little luck thrown in. But most of all by being born at the right time, in the right family, and having a big brother with the smarts to recognize a good thing. The good thing was Prohibition.

It had been a long time arriving. The first liquor law in the New World went on the books in Virginia in 1619, a year before the Pilgrims set foot on Plymouth Rock. The edict outlawed “the drunkard” and laid out punishments. Eleven years later in Massachusetts, Governor John Winthrop encouraged abandonment of the practice of “drinking healths,” and this was soon formalized by outlawing getting drunk. The law limited imbibing more than a half-pint at a time and banned tippling “above ye space of half an hour.”

In 1697 New York outlawed patronizing saloons on Sundays, a ban that would remain in effect for more than two centuries. In 1777, in the midst of our war for freedom, the Continental Congress adopted a resolution recommending immediate passage of state laws “putting an immediate stop to the pernicious practice of distilling grain, by which the most extensive evils are likely to be derived if not quickly prevented.”

Although efforts were mounted during the Civil War to stem drinking in the ranks of the Union army, liquor continued to be smuggled to troops by enterprising merchants who concealed the bottles in the tops of boots, giving the American language the term “bootlegger.” But it was after the Civil War that a national “Temperance” movement got into the prohibitionist spirit, led by such self-righteous characters as Frances Willard of the National Women’s Christian Temperance Union, Susan B. Anthony, and Carry Nation, who wielded an axe to bust up saloons.

With the dawn of the twentieth century, prohibition laws were pending before virtually every state legislature. By 1917 more than half the states and four territories had embraced the banning of the sale of alcoholic drinks. Then all forty-six were asked by Congress to extend the ban nationwide.

When the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution of the United States of America went into effect on January 17, 1920, I was fourteen and a half years old.

My parents, Kieve (Carl) and Sadie Kriendler, had been brought to America by her brother Sam Brenner in 1896. I was born in Brooklyn on July 8, 1905. My father became a metalworker at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. After he died at the age of forty-four in the flu epidemic of 1917, Mama was left the responsibility for raising four daughters (Augusta, Anna, Eunice, and Beatrice) and four sons: John Carl (Jack), Maxwell (Mac), Robert (Bob), and me.

We lived on the Lower East Side of New York City in a five-room, fifth-floor tenement walk-up at 167 Norfolk Street. To get warm, we had to stand by the kitchen stove. To be cool in summer, we went “on vacation” on the roof or fire escape. Opposite our home was the neighborhood synagogue. Our school was P.S. 160. We got haircuts for two cents from an Italian barber who went around with a portable chair made from a fruitbox. The local movie house was the Odeon at Clinton and Houston Streets. Admission was three cents. At the corner of Avenue A stood the 10th Street Boys Club, site of numerous fistfights featuring Italians versus Poles, Russians versus Lithuanians, and frequently everyone versus Jews.

Mama held the family together by working as a midwife and driving into us the value of getting an education. She’d studied at the University of Kraków, Poland. One of her favorite sayings was, “They can’t take away what you have in your head.” She made it clear that she expected her sons to go to college and her daughters to make good marriages and families.

Doing his best to follow Mama’s advice concerning education, Jack enrolled at Fordham University with plans to become a pharmacist, while his best friend, our cousin Charles A. Berns, was attending New York University’s School of Commerce with plans to go into law. Both earned night school tuition by working days as salesmen and handymen in Uncle Sam’s shoe store. Sam was also a partner in a small saloon in the heart of the Jewish ghetto at Essex and Rivington Streets. With Sam’s name spelled in silver dollars cemented into the floor just inside the front door, the place was like all such establishments at the time, a beehive of politics. One of my jobs when I was ten years old was to teach immigrants how to fill out paper ballots so they’d be able to vote for candidates of the local Democratic Club.

While Uncle Sam did a thriving business in shoes, the saloon was the bigger moneymaker by far. This was due in large part to Uncle Sam’s recognition that the only way to keep the customers coming back was to take care of them and provide them with good quality. He served the finest beer and charged accordingly—ten cents a glass, rather than the nickel tariff at other bars. Food was likewise top-notch, consisting primarily of Wiener schnitzel and Hungarian goulash.

But the main draw of the place was Sam. One historian of New York drinking establishments described him as the most fastidious saloon keeper on the Lower East Side. In his well-tailored suits, showing impeccable taste and elegant manners, and sporting a large diamond ring, he was without a doubt the spiffiest purveyor of food and drink anywhere in town.

None of this was lost on Jack.

Then came the triumph the prohibitionists had agitated for—the banning of the manufacture and sale of alcoholic drinks under the Eighteenth Amendment and its empowering legislation known as the National Prohibition Enforcement Act (Volstead Act). Passed by Congress in 1919 over the veto of President Woodrow Wilson, it defined as intoxicating liquor any beverage containing more than one-half of one percent alcohol. Establishing a commissioner to enforce it under the Bureau of Internal Revenue, the act was to go into effect at midnight on January 16, 1920. With great expectations on the day before, the Anti-Saloon League issued a statement saying, “It is here at last—dry America’s first birthday. Now for an era of clear thinking and clean living.”

The first Prohibition commissioner, John F. Kramer, vowed, “This law will be obeyed in cities, large and small, and in villages, and where it is not obeyed it will be enforced. The law says that liquor to be used as a beverage must not be manufactured. Nor sold, nor given away, nor hauled in anything on the surface of the earth or under the earth or in the air.”

History records not only how wrong Kramer was, but also that in going dry the country created a fertile field for bootleggers, rumrunners, and gangsters. Almost instantly, the speakeasy took the place of saloons, and in far greater numbers. Another result was, as Frederick Lewis Allen noted in Only Yesterday, “the general transformation of drinking from a masculine prerogative to one shared by both sexes together.”

Observing these illicit drinking spots springing up all over town, Jack suggested to Charlie that they might earn enough money to finance their educations by opening one of their own. What he had in mind was a partnership with a friend by the name of Edward Irving. As a result of a bad investment, Irving had come into possession of a small tearoom in the heart of Greenwich Village and close to New York University on Sixth Avenue between Washington Place and Fourth Street.

Although Charlie was dubious, Jack persuaded our sister Anna and her husband, Henry Tannenbaum, to lend him part of the money needed to buy into Eddie’s business. The remainder was obtained when Uncle Sam hocked his diamond ring.

As the saying goes—and as you will read in this book—the rest is history. It’s the story of a family business delivering to the public what it wanted—excellent-quality liquor and good food served in a pleasant setting. Born during one of the most colorful periods in the country’s history, the Roaring Twenties, the Kriendler family enterprise would continue over the span of eight decades at four locations, the last being the one with an iron gate and jockey figures in front, and whose name is its address.

Brimming with anecdotes and crowded with the personalities of twentieth-century America’s social, cultural, political, business, and entertainment worlds, my tale presents the inside story of our nation’s most legendary restaurant, providing not only a unique memoir of ‘21’, but also a chronicle of America, its premier city, and the fascinating people who dropped in for a drink or a meal, from the giddy days and nights of the Jazz Age to yesterday.

“Mr. Pete” Kriendler



One


CONGENIAL HOSPITALITY

The speakeasy that Jack opened in 1922 was called the Red Head. It offered booze served in teacups and quickly caught on as a hangout for a college crowd very much like the youths described by a patron of the place, F. Scott Fitzgerald, in his 1920 novel This Side of Paradise. Its protagonist, Amory Blaine, saw the girls “doing things that even in his memory would have been impossible: eating three-o’clock after-dance suppers in impossible cafes, talking of every side of life with an air of half-earnestness, half of mockery, yet with a furtive excitement,” while the young men sipped liquor from silver hip flasks filled with “hooch” and everyone danced wildly to the musical rage of the day—jazz.

In addition to Fitzgeraldian collegiates, the Red Head drew the attention of artists, musicians, writers, and other bohemian types of the Village. It was not the usual “speak” where the men sat silently downing drinks. It offered the cozy atmosphere of a fraternity room. Patrons discovered a jivey place where, when the band took a break, they could take over on the club’s piano and drums.

At age sixteen, all I could do was sip a soft drink and hang around trying to act like a big cheese while hoping to catch a dance with one of the “flappers” who came downtown from uptown boarding schools. They came in the belief that it was the cat’s meow to paint their faces with makeup and take the El or a double-deck Fifth Avenue bus to the Village, without guys escorting them.

A painting of the time by Joseph Golinken entitled Speako Deluxe portrays the interior of a speakeasy in bright colors with beautiful people crowded around an elliptical bar and being served by suave-looking waiters. Certainly, there were such spots, but the Red Head wasn’t among them. Small and a little on the cramped side, it had embossed-tin walls, a revolving ceiling fan, a few wooden tables, and straight-backed wooden chairs. A tiny kitchen was separated from this room by a curtain. Light came from wall sconces with paper shades bearing the silhouette of a redheaded woman.

As the customers flocked to the Red Head and money poured into the cash drawer, Charlie Berns tossed aside his misgivings and joined the firm as a much-needed accountant and keeper of the till. When Eddie Irving decided he would rather be a full-time Wall Street broker, Charlie came in as Jack’s full partner. Serving as cashier under this new management was a man with dreams of becoming a newspaperman but with no inkling that he would go on to give New York the nickname “Naked City,” produce movies, and have a Broadway theater named for him—Mark Hellinger.

Years later, Mark recalled the first time he met Jack and Charlie. “I hadn’t been sitting in their place more than fourteen hours when the house bought a drink,” he wrote. “I cannot forget that occasion, because it has never happened since. Charlie was a plump youth with plenty of hair on his head. Jack was a wide-eyed lad with lots of suits that always fitted him perfectly.”

Mark later said his time at the Red Head was the happiest period of his life because he just sat and raked in the fifty-cent cover charges and pocketed as much as he wanted. The booze was sold in dollar-an-ounce flasks that were kept in coat pockets until it was necessary to fill a teacup. Such drinking spots were soon known as “cup joints.”

The source of the liquor was Uncle Sam Brenner, with more than a little help from Mama. Living on East Fourth Street, she took delivery from Uncle Sam’s bootleggers and stored the supply until an urgent call came from the Red Head for replenishment. This was usually handled by me and brothers Mac and Bob by way of a little red wagon camouflaged with groceries.

Because gangsters quickly recognized a promising future in the illicit booze business, a couple of mugs showed up one day to express an interest in what was going on at the Red Head. Members of the notorious Hudson Dusters gang—cradle for all the gangsters of the time—led by Linkey “the Killer” Mitchell, decided to cut themselves in as partners.

As Charlie Berns remembered it, “Being innocent college boys, Jack and I refused to discuss the matter. A couple of weeks later they came around again. They told us unless we paid for certain protective services, they would wreck the joint. Jack and I remained unimpressed. A few nights later, as we were walking home, a couple of them jumped us. We gave a pretty good account of ourselves, and they took quite a licking.”

The next time Charlie wasn’t so lucky. Jack survived in one piece, but Charlie’s attacker had a razor. Charlie wound up at St. Vincent’s Hospital with a dozen stitches in his neck.

A few well-placed “gifts” to the Charles Street Police Precinct assured that the Red Head wouldn’t have to worry about the thugs anymore. Charlie recalled, “We would slip the captain a $50 bill from time to time and a box of cigars to the cops on the beat. They could always count on us for free meals and drinks, and at Christmas time, of course, we had a gift for everybody.”

While the local gendarmes were taken care of in cold hard cash, the removal of the threat of federal raiders was the result of the sentimentality of a pair of revenue agents. One was a bulbous little man who owned a cigar store and ran a boxing club on the Lower East Side before the country dried up. At age forty, five-foot-five, 250-pound Isadore “Izzy” Einstein pictured a bright and probably prosperous future as an agent in pursuit of Prohibition lawbreakers. But after one look at the portly figure, James Shevlin, chief enforcement agent for the Southern District of New York, expressed grave doubts. “I must say, Mr. Einstein,” he remarked, “you don’t look much like a detective.”

This was exactly Izzy’s point. Because he looked like anything but a detective, he would never be suspected of being one, enabling him to nab bootleggers and speakeasy owners red-handed. Teamed with another unlikely cop, Moe Smith, who’d also been a Lower East Side cigar salesman and fight club manager, he and Moe quickly became famous by masquerading as everything from parched gravediggers bellying up to a bar to a couple of jazz musicians carrying trombone and clarinet cases. So good was this duo at closing down speakeasies that O. O. McIntyre wrote in his syndicated newspaper column that Izzy was “as famous as the Woolworth Building.” And the New York Tribune hailed him as “mastermind of the Federal rum ferrets.” Soon the pair were donning disguises to carry out raids in Pittsburgh and points west, including Chicago. Sixty-some years later, Izzy and Moe were portrayed by Jackie Gleason and Art Carney in a television movie.

Yet Izzy and Moe never raided the Red Head. Indeed, they became Jack and Charlie’s steadiest customers. They’d both known all “the little Kriendler boys” from the old neighborhood. While the Red Head thrived without having to fork over payoffs to gangsters or worry about cops and Prohibition raids, it operated under the rules laid down by the police, which required an open-door policy, meaning anyone who came in had to be served. The club also had to close at one o’clock in the morning, while clubs in other precincts could stay open as long as they wished. Unhappy about these strictures, Jack began looking around for a spot where he could open a fancier place and feel free to operate with better hours. He found it not far away in the cellar of 88 Washington Place.

Named the Fronton, the new club was much more like the kind of spot associated in the popular imagination with a speakeasy. One large room had a dozen banquette seats and several tables with high-backed chairs that accommodated about sixty people. A pair of wooden sawhorses held up heavy planks to form the bar. Under this was a floor drain to catch the liquor that might have to be hurriedly ditched in case of a raid. The booze itself was kept on top of the bar in four large pitchers, one for each type—scotch, bourbon, rye, and gin. And yes, before anyone was let in, Charlie Berns’s cousin Bill Hardey checked them out by looking through a peephole in the door. In case the person who approached the door looked suspiciously like a revenue agent, there was a button that set off a buzzer signaling the occupants of the club to beat a hasty exit.

Bill Hardey also took charge of hiring entertainers. As an exhibition dancer himself, he had an eye for talented women who could dance and sing but also act as hostesses. A five-piece band provided music. The star attraction was the great jazz pianist Al Segal, who was later to coach Ethel Merman.

Most of the Fronton customers came from the Red Head, but to solicit new customers Jack and Charlie distributed business cards that read:

Congenial Hospitality

Jack and Charlie

Call SPR 0007.

Among the new clients were poet Edna St. Vincent Millay, Herbert Bayard Swope of the New York World, and the dapper mayor of New York, James J. Walker. Known affectionately on the East Side, West Side, and all around town as Jimmy and “Beau James,” he was introduced to the club by businessman Billy Seeman, himself a well-known man-about-town, party-giver, pal of Walker, and occupant of the apartment above the club. Claiming that “whiskey kills all germs,” Billy had a reputation for starting his day with a glass of gin and keeping a drink of some kind in his hand until bedtime. Because the action at the Fronton never really got started before eleven o’clock at night, it was not only Billy’s kind of place, but right up fun-loving Mayor Walker’s alley.

While the Red Head had offered a menu with two choices in sandwiches—ham and cheese or cheese and ham—the Fronton became a genuine restaurant with an Italian chef who cooked up steaks, chops, sauced meats, and a variety of sandwiches. And the club surpassed other speaks by providing a wine list. The goods came from an Italian bootlegger with the right connections on the Hudson River docks.

In keeping with the classier tone of the Fronton, Jack began to dress the part of natty restaurateur, a role he would carry on until his dying day. Once when he walked into the Fronton with a flower on the lapel of his well-tailored suit, a customer looked him up and down incredulously, then turned to Charlie and asked, “What’s he, a floorwalker?”

Jack and Charlie also broke ground by being particular as to who was allowed in, with special attention to seeing that gangsters did not cross the threshold. When word reached Charlie that one of the thugs was talking about muscling himself in, Charlie turned to a boyhood friend, Jimmy Kerrigan, who just happened to be a revenue agent. “The minute I got word from these hoodlums that they were planning to visit us on a certain night,” Charlie recalled, “I got in touch with Jimmy. He arrived in a car with five of his fellow agents, parked across the street, and waited. When the gangsters showed, the agents swarmed all over them. They held a long conversation out there on the sidewalk, and that’s the last we heard from that group.”

Two events that friendly federal agents could not prevent were a flood and a fire. The former was the result of a few days of rain and a backed-up sewer. Because the club was below street level, the result was potential disaster. Rescue came in the form of the nearby firehouse, whose chief was a regular patron. When he learned of the crisis, he sent a truck with pumps to stem the rising tide. The fire, of undetermined origin, was also handled by the chief’s men, but this time they had to use axes to get at the source of the flames, leaving the premises a wreck.

“Cheer up, fellas,” the chief said to the glum-looking partners. “Think of all the money you’re going to get from the insurance.”

Charlie groaned. “We’re not insured.”

“Never mind,” said the surprised fire chief. “I’ll see that my boys fix it all up.”

Because the firemen were also customers, they lost no time in getting the place back into shape.

With business thriving and requiring his total attention, Jack recognized that he was not going to realize his plan of selling booze to earn money to pay for the completion of his college education. He was in the drink and food business, and that was that. Not so with Charlie. Even while he worked full-time at the Fronton he kept up his studies. He got his law degree and passed the bar exam in 1926.

The following year, thanks to the city’s starting condemnation proceedings to clear the area around Washington Place for construction of a subway station, Jack and Charlie again had to look around for a new spot. It had to have all the appeal of the Fronton and attract a greater number of even more sophisticated customers.

They decided to head uptown.



Two


JACK AND CHARLIE’S

“It was understood and agreed that the big thing in life was liquor,” wrote John O’Hara in describing the tragic main character of his 1935 novel Butterfield 8. Among the places where Gloria Wandrous did her heaviest drinking between 1926 and 1930, becoming “known by name and sight” as she “awed the bartenders by the amount she drank,” were gangster Legs Diamond’s Hotsy-Totsy; the Dizzy Club and the Bandbox, a pair of speakeasies operated by Tony Roma; the Clamhouse; Tommy Guinan’s Chez Florence; and a popular spot at Forty-two West Forty-ninth Street.

At that location was a townhouse standing on leased land that was owned by Columbia University. The building had belonged to Albert H. Wiggin, later chairman of the board of the Chase National Bank. He in turn had rented the house to Benjamin Quinn Sr., a Yale man and head of the stock exchange firm E.C. Benedict & Co. But when the block was rezoned for commercial use Mr. Quinn joined other homeowners in moving out of their residences and leasing them to men interested in opening speakeasies.

Setting up shop at No. 42 in 1925, Caesar Betti and Peter Mossi opened a restaurant and also “ran a little liquor.” When their enterprise failed to catch on they looked for someone to take the place off their hands. Jack and Charlie called it the Puncheon, but the new bistro would also be known by other names (partly to confuse the federal tax men)—the Grotto, No. 42, and Jack and Charlie’s.

I don’t know whether O’Hara’s real-life inspiration for Gloria ever entered the speakeasy in a fashionable townhouse in the heart of the carriage-trade residential neighborhood a stone’s throw from the Bergdorf Goodman store. But O’Hara came into the club often. He would remain a familiar face in Jack and Charlie’s clubs for the remainder of his life.

When this was going on I was in my twenties and a college student with my heart set on a career in law. While I admired the success of Jack as a saloon keeper, the farthest thing from my mind was following him into the business of providing food and drink to people who considered themselves the Smart Set.

One of the stars of that group of style-setters, wits, and self-promoters was a roly-poly fellow with a toothbrush mustache and a wry sense of humor. Discovering Jack and Charlie’s new boîte, Robert Benchley was soon extolling its glories to a giddy band of sophisticates who lunched each day at the nearby Algonquin Hotel. Among the pals Benchley temporarily lured away from the famous Algonquin Round Table were theater critic Alexander Woollcott, novelist Edna Ferber, columnist Franklin P. Adams, playwright George S. Kaufman, ex-reporters Ben Hecht and Charles MacArthur, humorous essayist Donald Ogden Stewart, and a clever woman named Dorothy Parker.

So much has been written about the wits of the Algonquin Round Table, some of which is probably true, that there’s little I can contribute to that story except to say that as a twenty-one-year-old college kid hanging around the Puncheon, I was as impressed with them as everybody else was at that time. Donald Ogden Stewart best described the tenor of those years. “The speakeasy was a kind of club,” he wrote, “where what counted was not social position but whether the people one met were fun to be with.”

The man I recall as most fun to be with was Robert Benchley. Having read quite a few of his humorous essays in magazines, I’d been an admirer of his witty way with words. One of the first essays I recalled had appeared in 1923. Entitled “The Lure of the Rod,” it dealt with one of my interests: fishing. “Fishing is one of my favorite sports,” Benchley wrote, “and one of these days I expect to catch a fish. I have been at it fourteen years now and have caught everything else, including hell from my wife, a cold in the head, and up on my drinking.”

Not only did Benchley not give me short shrift, as other famous people might have done, but one afternoon he delighted in taking a deck of cards from his pocket and spending hours teaching me all the ways to play solitaire. I also became an admirer of his ability to drink all day and into the evening with not a hint of inebriation. Years later, in an introduction to a book of Bob’s funny essays, Frank Sullivan captured the Benchley essence with these words: “To be in his company made you feel happy; he had a faculty for making you feel that you were far more brilliant and personable than you really were.”

Certainly, Bob Benchley was precisely the kind of patron who would receive a hearty welcome at the Puncheon. Jack’s goal was to make the club a place where people of letters, social status, and wealth could feel comfortable. This required tight control over who was allowed to pass through the iron front gate. No one was admitted who was not known, unless introduced by a regular.

The guardian of the portal was Gus Lux. Shortly after Gus was hired, he heard a pounding on the gate. Opening the door a crack, he found a man in work clothes. When the man demanded admittance, Gus retorted, “You can’t come in here dressed like that.”

The man asked, “Do you expect a tinsmith to wear a top hat?”

Closing the door, Gus said, “We don’t need any tinsmiths.”

“But my son said it was an emergency.”

Gus opened the door a little. “And who’s your son?”

Cracking a smile, the tinsmith replied, “Charlie Berns.”

Among those for whom the gate swung open was a group of Yale men who immediately adopted the club and dubbed it “Ben Quinn’s Kitchen.” This name was bestowed in honor of the son of the man who had abandoned the townhouse. Upon looking around the room on his first visit, Ben realized that he was in the cellar of his former home. “This is my old house,” he shouted. “Martinis for everyone.”

In leaving us a word picture of Jack and Charlie’s new spot on West Forty-ninth Street, Ben Quinn Jr. recalled “an attractive new speakeasy with good liquor” that was reached by going through an iron gate, down three steps and up two, then being admitted by a doorman into a room with small tables covered with red-and-white tablecloths. A bar stood to the right at the far end of the room.

Of these Yalies, John O’Hara wrote in Butterfield 8, “The young men were happiest when they could arrive at ‘42,’ stewed and in cutaways, glad to be back with decent people.

“ ‘Down with Princeton,’ Gloria would say.

“ ‘Down with Princeton,’ the Yalies echoed.

“ ‘To hell with Harvard,’ she said, a little louder, and the Yale boys shouted in reply, ‘The hell with Harvard.’ ”

In the November 1932 issue of College Humor, the Yale humor magazine, Robert Cruise McManus described the club in 1927: “On its renovated ground floor was a dressy little bar with small tables fringing the walls, while upstairs were two more elaborate dining rooms and, on the third story, accommodation for private parties. The liquors are of the best quality and widest variety so far obtainable in Manhattan. Cuisine and service were Parisian; the checks added up right.”

What really put the place over with Yale men and kept them coming was the Yale Record. Under the banner “Brownstones and Bottles,” it said of Jack and Charlie’s Puncheon Club:

A Yale man made this place a habit of Yale men—and quite a good habit it was. It has remained that ever since. The ordinary run of speakeasy is a necessary evil of Prohibition. Thus it is a genuine pleasure to find such a place as the Puncheon, combining as it does the connoisseur’s ultimate in wining and dining. This has long been the watering place of particular epicures—you may mingle with them here in the expensive aroma of good cigars.

Jack makes it a pleasure to stop singing and be quietly respectable, while Charlie compels you to remain in a good humor—greatly aided by a most reasonable check when you leave. Cuisine comes first to both of them—you are expected to enjoy eating and you may drink if you wish. Familiar faces will always be present—and all those faces familiar in the best places.

Although a Harvard man, Robert Benchley certainly found no cause to challenge the assessment of the Yale Record. Nor did any of his friends, nor any of the upscale customers who flocked to the door hoping to pass muster and be admitted. By now one of the gate guardians was my brother Mac, fresh out of law school. A would-be patron discovered it was easier to join a private club than to gain admittance to the Puncheon. And being rich did not help. If a man was preceded by a reputation for being a rowdy or unruly drinker, how well-heeled he was would cut no ice with Jack and Charlie, Mac, or Gus. What mattered more than ability to pay was manners and appearance.

One well-dressed customer who dropped in at the club in 1927 was millionaire Gilbert Kahn. Just back from two years in Britain, he arrived wearing the hat the English call a bowler. After a couple of cocktails, he left without the black topper, which had somehow managed to disappear. Later that evening, one of the Puncheon’s waiters arrived at Kahn’s home carrying a silver tray with a cover. With a courteous bow, the waiter lifted the lid to reveal the hat topped with a sprig of parsley. Kahn got Jack’s message: “You are welcome in our club, but you look ridiculous in this thing, so please don’t wear it when you come in.” Kahn never donned that bowler again, anywhere.

Women were allowed inside the Puncheon only if escorted by a gentleman approved by the proprietors. But one woman who never tried to set a dainty foot in the place dispatched a group of men to give the place a once-over for her. They arrived one day in 1927, sent by Mabel Walker Willebrandt, federal assistant attorney general in charge of Prohibition enforcement.

“Two things put her on our trail,” Charlie Berns recalled for John Kobler’s history of Prohibition, Ardent Spirits. “First, the rumor going around that we were the only New York speakeasy in continuous operation that had never been bothered by the city police or the feds. Secondly, a valued customer, a Southern gentleman, who didn’t trust his local brew, telephoned to ask us to send him some whiskey. The employee who took the call stupidly sent it through the mail with the return address on the package. The post office spotted it, reported it to the prohibition authorities and made Mrs. Willebrandt doubly determined to get us.”

When the feds burst in, they found liquor out in the open everywhere. After working out a compromise with the prosecution to plead guilty to possession of liquor and to pay a fine, Jack and Charlie vowed not to repeat the mistake of leaving the booze in plain sight. Instead, the cache was stowed in vacant rooms at the top of the house next door. When the supply ran low in the club someone crawled out on the roof and down through the skylight to fetch reinforcements.

Among those who delighted in the quality of the liquor at the Puncheon was the acerbic muckraking journalist H. L. Mencken, who enjoyed bantering at the bar with Frank Crowninshield, editor of Vanity Fair; Will Rogers; George Jean Nathan; and the author who turned the Jazz Age into literature, F. Scott Fitzgerald. Offended by the raid, Mencken railed in print, “Why raid a place that is serving good liquor and not poisoning anybody?”

The selection of both food and drink was Jack’s domain. The chef who prepared the choices on the menu was Henri Geib. Originally from Alsace-Lorraine, he was encouraged by Jack to add his own flourishes to standard French fare. One of his creations was a kind of relish (we called it sauce maison) composed of mustard and other highly seasoned ingredients. The recipe would become a zealously guarded secret of the Puncheon and its successor, ‘21’.

Hungry New Yorkers with sufficient dough to pay the tab had a choice of superb French wines, champagnes, and cognacs to wash down fresh crab, brook trout, prosciutto, petite marmite Henry IV, saddle of lamb, roast veal, filet mignon, an omelette with pureed mushrooms, and hamburger raised to high art.

For all this good eating and fine drink a Puncheon customer was handed a bill that would have rendered the average American breathless. But these were the giddy 1920s, when a booming stock market put fortunes into pockets of the big spenders in a city that Jimmy Walker quipped “will be a really great place if they ever finish it.”

Everybody seemed to be making money, and none more so than Jack and Charlie. Poor no more, Jack shared his success with the family, including moving our mother into a roomy apartment on fashionable Riverside Drive, paying for Mac to train an operatic-quality singing voice, and buying a seat for me on the New York Curb Exchange (later the American Stock Exchange), which enabled me to cash in on the general prosperity as well.

While becoming a wealthy man, Jack was refining his reputation as an affable restaurateur and host. Putting in sixteen hours a day, he worked to develop the character of the club as a place in which patrons could expect their comforts, wants, and whims to be served. But he also worked on his personal image, evolving into what one writer characterized as “a dandy despot, a Napoleon of the restaurant business.”

By contrast, Charlie Berns was all business: moderate, slow, and deliberate as he made sure the books balanced. “Jack supplied all the looks and charm,” Charlie would recall, “while I supplied only brains.”

As all this was going on, I was studying law with a sharp-minded guy named Irving Lazar, from whom much would be heard in the years ahead, and I was making a few bucks through my seat on the New York Curb Exchange. Mac was learning the ropes as a doorman at the club. Brother Bob was in high school and planning to attend Rutgers University. And our four sisters—Augusta, Anna, Eunice, and Beatrice—were doing well in the paths they’d chosen and raising families of their own.

And the rest of America? Well, the country was doing great. It was in the midst of a binge that is now looked back on fondly as the Roaring Twenties. In more ways than one the 1920s offered everyone a high old time.

One bootlegger interviewed in the 1970s by author Marilyn Kaytor thought back on those days and with a nostalgic glint in his eyes saw it as an adventurous, romantic, and exciting era:

“From the outside No. 42 was anything but imposing,” author Marilyn Kaytor wrote, “but inside Jack and Charlie’s speakeasy the famous and picturesque of New York were drinking barrels and barrels of spirits, mixed into gin rickeys, Bronxes, orange blossoms, daiquiries, Bacardis, pink ladies, whisky sours, martinis, and side cars—the drinks destined to go down in history as the cocktails of the twenties.”

Marching at the forefront of that legion of “the famous and picturesque” was the gaggle of free spirits who put the Algonquin Hotel on the map through their much-reported and quoted lunches at the large round table in the middle of the hotel’s Rose Room. All journalists when they began their careers, this group had gained fame as writers for Vanity Fair (Robert Benchley, Dorothy Parker, Robert Sherwood, and Heywood Broun), in the theater (Marc Connelly, George S. Kaufman), as authors and poets (Edna Ferber, Alice Duer Miller, and Donald Ogden Stewart), and as newspapermen (Ring Lardner, as well as Ben Hecht and Charles MacArthur, who would turn their journalistic experiences into the hit play The Front Page).

The acknowledged drum major of this colorful band of witty literary lights was a fat, bespectacled drama critic who claimed to be the inventor of the Brandy Alexander—Alexander Woollcott. Because the Algonquin Hotel was nearby on West Forty-fourth Street, once Bob Benchley had discovered the Puncheon, little coaxing was needed to get Woollcott and his fellow Round Tablers to follow him to the iron gate and into the club. Like Bob, Aleck had an amazing ability to down drinks without getting (or at least appearing) drunk. As for the legendary Dorothy Parker, despite her saucy tongue I found her a very likeable gal. Along with everyone else who ever laid eyes on the constantly rumpled Heywood Broun, I could not disagree with a George Kaufman crack that Broun always looked like an unmade bed. He also had a habit of walking with his head down, as if he were hoping to discover a dropped nickel or dime. Because all of these luminaries knew how to behave properly in a respectable speakeasy, they were greeted with heartfelt welcomes.

Although I was charmed and amused by all the Round Tablers, I believe I remained most attracted to Bob Benchley, because he seemed to me to be unaffected by his fame and the power that came with being a New York theater critic. When I got up the courage to ask him why his reviews were so personal and sympathetic to actors, he answered, “I’m a pushover for a rising curtain.”

Reading many of his critiques, I discovered myself learning more about Bob’s behavior in the theater than I learned about the production on stage. In June 1928, summing up the theatrical season, he claimed to have caught up on his sleep, “owing chiefly to there being fewer pistols fired in the drama of 1927–28.” He also boasted that he had found a way to fold an overcoat so that small change didn’t drop from the pockets.

What I hadn’t known about Bob, but learned in January 1928, was that he had a talent not only as a humorist and drama critic, but also as a performer of his own writings. As he sipped a drink in the Puncheon, he told me quite matter-of-factly that he’d been persuaded by Thomas Chalmers of the Fox Picture Corporation to make a movie version of a piece he had written and presented on Broadway in 1922 as part of a revue called No Sirree which the Round Tablers took onto the stage. Bob’s contribution was “The Treasurer’s Report.” The film was made at the Fox studios in Astoria, Long Island, and became such a hit that many movie theaters billed it on their marquees above the feature being shown. Produced for $16,000, it earned ten times that figure at the box office, making Bob a hot ticket in the movie business. The success of “The Treasurer’s Report” was quickly followed by a ten-minute laugh riot, “The Sex Life of the Polyp,” released in July 1928.
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