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RUMRUNNERS

Followi
o be‘"wil"fr‘f\i?ge Udfg‘rcmqan s prohibition law, most smuggling took place on the
0.and Detroit. Southern Michigan cities like Monroe served as midpoints
During one 1919 trolley ride to Detroit, fourteen women were caught hiding alcohol usin
hand-made “contrivances” placed under their clothing. B
: Once national prohibition took effect
in 1920, the Detroit River became the
main site for “rumrunning.”a term that
likely originated from rum smuggling
in the Caribbean before being applied
to the transport of other drinks across
waterways. So much alcohol crossed
the Detroit-Windsor border that it was
mockingly called the ‘Detroit-Windsor
Funnel.”

Wormen often attracted less scrutiny
& from law enforcement, giving them a
valuable advantage over male bootlegg
Some female smugglers took advantage
of gendered clothing, hiding alcohol in
garters and stockings, specially-made
Gamisoles, or even under fake breasts and
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\ Mlch|gan's alcohol prphibition began in April 1918, two yearﬂs‘m
before nat|or_1al prohibition took effect. Between 1918 and the
repea_l of national prohibition in 1933, Detroit gained notoriety as
Amer_lca s “Rum Capital.” By some estimates, the liquor trade was
the city of Detroit's second-largest income stream after the auto
industry.

Women were involved in all aspects of the illegal liquor trade.
Some became “rumrunners,” smuggling liquor across the
Michigan-Ohio and Michigan-Ontario borders. Others skirted the
prohibition act in their own homes, brewing and selling alcohol
in “blind pigs” (illegal bars in private homes or businesses) to
supplement their families’ incomes. Their stories provide a unique
perspective on Detroit’s infamous Prohibition Era.
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Hiram Walker & Sons Distilery Sign Visible Across the Detroit River

BLIND PIGS

“Blind pigs,” also known as speakeasies, were unlicensed bars that popped up across ;
America during prohibition. They could appear in any setting, from the ba;ements of private
homes to the back rooms of businesses. On September 8, 1923, the Detroit News reported
that there were at least 10,000 blind pigs in the city of Detroit. The newspaper claimed that on
some blocks, nearly every house hosted one.

Many women operated blind pigs in order to supplement their family’s income, converting
rooms of their home, boardinghouse, grocery store, or laundry into a space for selling
whiskey and beer. They had to keep a careful eye out for Prohibition Bureau agents, who
would go undercover to buy drinks so they could bust blind pig operators.

Mabel Cox - Mabel Cox was working as a waitress at the Italia Cafe on John R. Street and
Adams Avenue when it was raided in October 1924. Agent Ro

Detrot Historcal Society Collection

her lawyer's efforts, she was senten
House of Correction. According to 8 i m the courtroom, Agent
Nash offered a handshake to “congratulate” her on the conviction. She slapped h
Ethel Freid - Born in Russia around 1880, Ethel o
F:\eid immigrated to Detroit in 1915. A decade later,
she was arrested when thousands of counterfeit i
Whiskey labels were seized in araid of her pro?;erty. i :?:::::ﬁ?'{jm":d:um
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i brewing or distilling equipment wou . destro d
;arf;'utcr:ewc:t?ld bg dumped into the sewer next to the Post Office building in Detroit.

Some women manufactured small amounts of liquor to sellin their blind g;?:gg;hﬁ,rs
operated on a larger scale: Gennie Green of 609% E_Beechwood Avenge wlazsO et
March 1926 for making 300 gallons of whiskey distillate and pp§s_essg19 e S 3
Homebrewing cases could create legal headaches when Prohibition Bureau ag
accused of raiding properties without a valid search warrant.

Stella Kaminski - Stella Kaminski was arrested January 15, 1926 at the 5074 (;harle?s S;reetd
home she shared with her husband — a laborer — and three children. The Detroit po!lceh'l%un
a 50-gallon still, 45 gallons of whiskey, and 200 barrels of mash on.the propertyi Her chi ren
were taken to the Juvenile Detention Home while her case was _rewewed. In April, Kamlnskl
was sentenced to pay $200 and spend four months in the Detroit House of Correction. Her
home was declared permanently padlocked.

Victoria Kasprowicz - In September 1925, federal agents staked out the 8643 Traverse
Avenue home of Victoria Kasprowicz, a 34-year-old Polish immigrant and mother of thrlee.
From outside, they smelled alcohol and saw men rolling barrels into the yard. Automobiles
were spotted driving in and out of the garage. The agents raided the basement and found
eleven 100-gallon copper vats, six half-full barrels, and many more empty barrels. At the

scene, Kasprowicz reportedly told them, “You cannot take my husband down. Everything here
Is In my name, and he has nothing to do with it.”

But Victoria, her husband Joseph, and three other men on the property were all arrested.
Joseph was sentenced to 365 days in the Detroit House of Correction. Victoria received only
90 days, under the assumption that she was coerced by her husband into breaking the law.
They appealed their case, arguing that a “nose warrant” (the agents smelling alcohol from the
house) was not a good enough reason for the raid. Still, the conviction was upheld.
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Katarina Bietko (far right) With Sisters.

PROHIBITION:
A FAMILY HISTORY

Prohibition plays an important role in family histories all across Michigan. Here are a
selection of stories from the community:

“During the Prohibition Era, Katarina [Bielko] operated an illegal moonshine business in the
Saginaw and Carrollton area. Katarina gained renown as ‘Moonshine Katie," and was arrested on
more than one occasion. Katarina enlisted the help of her husband's brothers, Paul (my great- |
great-great grandpa) and Stefan, and they worked as her moonshine runners. In other words,
Katarina was both the brewer and the brains behind the operation. Katarina’s actual recipe is lost to

history, but according to a family member, it is likely that she brewed a fermented liquor common
to rural Slovakia called slivovica.”

-Ryan Baker
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