














These men posed behind an attic still for this Burgert Brothers photograph in 1920.

Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library.

local manufacturing and consumption of alcohol. In arare display of force, the police conducted

several successful raids. The first places targeted were gambling joints and houses of prostitution

located on Fifteenth Street and Sixth Avenue, where illicit liquor flowed freely. Another victim

of Williams’ dragnet was Maximo Gonzalez, owner of a coffee shop on Michigan Street and
Sixth Avenue. The raid netted $10,000 worth of alcohol, ranging from cheap moonshine whiskey
to expensive imported wines. Also impounded were brushes, glue, empty half and full pint
bottles and labels of Old Cutler and Mumms. It seems that Gonzalez had been deceiving his
customers by selling low grade moonshine as high quality whigkey.

With the arrival of national prohibition in January 1920, Florida officials were no longer solely
responsible for the enforcement of the liquor laws. Tampa was assigned six federal agents whose
only task was to enforce the federal anti-liquor statute, known as the Volstead Act. Shortly after
their arrival, the “G-Men” supervised a spectacular raid on a distilling operation in Mango, just
outside Tampa. The federal agents had placed stills, deep in the swamps at the headwaters of the



This moonshine still was operated in the woods near Riverview in 1920.

Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library.

Hillsborough River, under surveillance and set a trap for the bootleggers. When the agents
moved in to make arrests, a gun battle ensued which |eft one moonshiner dead.™

The “Daddy” of the early moonshiners was a colorful character named William Flynn. A
coppersmith before venturing into the more lucrative liquor business, Flynn had an impressive
three-still operation which supplied most of West Tampa. After Flynn’s arrest for violating the
Volstead Act, a federal agent called the operation “one of the biggest bouquets in the lapels of
the federal officers’ coats in many moons. It being another step, and a big one, toward stamping
out illicit distilling in Hillsborough County*

The initial series of intensive raids lasted only a short time. Thereafter, effective enforcement
became nearly impossible for a number of reasons. By the 1920s Tampa was fast becoming a
tourist attraction, and visitors were spending large amounts of money in the city. In order to
avoid unnecessarily antagonizing free-spending Northerners, Tampa authorities more often than
not ignored the anti-liquor laws. Pragmatism prevailed as officials feared that Tampa might lose



a vital source of income to neighboring cities. Commenting on the impact of tourism on local
reinforcement, a federal official wryly noted in the early 1930s: “Numerous sheriffs, mayors, and
other officials. . .espouse the cause of prohibition and believe in vigorous enforcement thereof-at
least during the drowsy summer months when the tourist army has departed.”

Another factor hindering enforcement of prohibition was Tampa’s geography. Located near the
Gulf Coast, which has numerous tiny inlets, Tampa was not far from Caribbean islands where
liquor could be purchased legally and cheaply. Rumrunners could buy a case of whiskey in
Bimini for eighteen dollars, bring it into Tampa and sell it for as high as $106.any given
night, every conceivable type of craft operated off Tampa Bay, bringing in unlawful liquor.

A few captains of these clandestine boats deceived the Coast Guard by inventing ingenious
ways to disguise their cargo. Some boat owners built a second or false bottom where large
amounts of alcohol were kept. If approached by authorities, the smugglers pulled a lever that
opened a trap door and dumped the stock into the water. Another popular invention was the
submersion tank, a long cigar-shaped metal tank filled with liquor and chained underneath a
vessel. A rum ship carrying one or more of these imperceptible, floatable devices would enter a
harbor and tie up. At night the tanks would then be cut loose and towed ashore by a small boat.
In case of detection, they were easy to cut adrift.

Most of the “rummies” coming into Tampa smuggled their goods in a “ham,” which was a
package containing six bottles in a burlap bag, padded with straw and paper. If a prohibition
agent came too close, the packages were thrown overboard. With a little luck, they were
retrieved later on since they floated. Occasionally these hams washed ashore on Tampa’s
beaches, making beach-combing a pleasurable and sometimes lucrative exfferience.

Another reason why Tampa gained the reputation as being one of the “leakiest spots” in the
nation was because of the extensive corruption among law enforcement personnel. Crooked
enforcement agents were present at both the local and the federal levels. From the onset of the
noble experiment, low pay and poor morale made Tampa police, as well as their federal
counterparts, susceptible to bribery. Police payoffs were a common practice. Although it is
impossible to determine the extent of this corruption, Tpa Tribune contained numerous
reports of police improprieties. It was neither uncommon for confiscated liquor to disappear
mysteriously from police headquarters nor rare for impounded distilling equipment to vanish
from police custody. Even policemen on duty were occasionally arrested for violating the liquor
laws. In October 1929, Thomas Chevis, a city detective, was arrested by federal agents for pos-
sessing alcohol. The illegal brew was found in his police car. Chevis, who pleaded innocent to
the charge, protested that he had bought the bottle as part of an on-going investigation of a
speakeasy. In a decision that was common in such cases, Chevis was &tquitted.

The most sensational liquor trial in Tampa’s history showed how corruption had infiltrated the
ranks of the police. The 1929 case involved Augustine Lopez, a justice of the peace, and
constables Hemp Smith and Henry Hidalgo, all from West Tampa. The trio was arrested and
charged with conspiracy and attempting to extort a bribe by concocting a false liquor charge
against a West Tampan. The accused allegedly offered to drop the complaint in exchange for a
sizeable sum of money. In a spectacular trial, members of the police department, as well as
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One ingenious smuggling operation was “uncovered” by the 1921 hurricane. In the early
twentieth century, cedar logs, used in the making of boxes for Tampa cigars, were regularly
floated into Tampa Bay from Cuba. During prohibition, clever smugglers contrived to “import”
liquor into Florida by concealing demijohns of rum in hollowed-out cedar logs, such as those
shown above. The operation was discovered when these logs were smashed open on Palmetto
beach by the hurricane.

Photograph courtesy of Tony Pizzo.

moonshiners and rumrunners, testified that graft and corruption were widespread among local

police. An owner of one roadhouse, who initially paid off enforcement agents, told jury members

that when he refused to pay increased “protection” money, his establishment was continuously
raided until it became unprofitabfe.

Local policemen did not have a monopoly on corruption resulting from prohibition. Rumors of
payoffs and bribes to federal prohibition agents began to surface when the Florida Brewing



Company, located on Thirteen Street and Fifth Avenue, was raided. The brewery, once the pride
and joy of Tampa, was valued at over $750,000. At its peak the company employed some one
thousand people. Initially, the brewery was closed by the federal government as a wartime
conservation measure. It briefly reopened after World War |, but it closed in 1919 in conformity
with the statewide ban on acohol. At first, the owner of the brewery, Salvador Y bor, a son of the
founder of Ybor City, contemplated converting his plant to make non-alcoholic products such as
industrial alcohal, corn syrup, vinegar and near-beer. However, disregarding such legal options,
Y bor decided to brew 5.5 beer. The operation went undisturbed for five years. In 1924, federd
agents raided the brewery and arrested Y bor, along with his general manager, George Willis, for
violating the Volstead Act and attempting to bribe afedera official.

As the investigation developed, Willis readily acknowledged that he was brewing illegal beer.
Y et he adamantly denied that he, or anyone else at the plant, had tried to bribe federal agents.
Willis swore that they had solicited him for money. In return, the agents promised not to interfere
with the manufacture, sale, or transportation of the locally brewed beer. Y bor, after a short trial,
was sentenced to six months in jail for passing a fifty dollar bill to a prohibition officer.
However, he never served a single day in jail, thanks to a benevolent judge who commuted his
sentence.”

Perhaps the greatest obstacle to effective enforcement of the liquor laws was the reluctance of
Tampans to adhere to prohibition. This generalization applies, of course, to much of Florida and
the United States, but it was particularly true of Tampa. To the Latins, alcohol and its use were
part of their culture. No law, no matter how repressive, could stop the Latin population from
drinking alcoholic beverages. Non-Latins, whatever their cultura heritage, willingly joined in the
illicit trade.

Overdl, prohibition had a negligible effect on the people of Tampa. While temperance
advocates celebrated their symbolic victory, Tampans went right on purchasing and drinking
liquor, as if prohibition never existed. The only major difference between the wet and dry areas
in the city was that previously legitimate saloons, restaurants and liquor stores were forced to sell
their goods covertly. This not only lowered the quality of the alcohol products and inflated their
price, but it aso made criminals out of otherwise honest, law-abiding citizens and improved the
opportunities and profits of those with criminal intentions. Thus, the attempt to legislate morality
failed in Tampa.



These whiskey caches wer e uncovered by authoritiesat 1014 10th Avenuein 1931.

Photograph courtesy of Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library.
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