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Abstract
In the mid nineteenth-century, large numbers of German 
and Polish immigrants began to arrive in Wisconsin, and 
they brought with them customs of beer and liquor-drinking. 
In response to the turbulent changes the country was 
undergoing, middle-class, native-born, and Protestant 
Americans started a grass-roots movement against the 
alcohol intemperance of immigrants and the working-class. 
The culmination of their efforts was the ratification of the 
Eighteenth Amendment in 1919. This research studies how 
the residents of Berlin—a small, central-northeastern 
Wisconsin city with a heavy German-Polish population—
reacted to Prohibition. Religious, ethnic, and class identities 
play a significant role in Americans’ relationship with 
alcohol and drinking. Therefore, this project analyzes the 
demographic make-up of Berlin, and points out ways that 
identity influenced Berlinites’ stances on federal and 
statewide Prohibition. With information gathered from 
census data, temperance organization records, newspapers, 
circuit court records, and election data, this study pieces 
together the story of Prohibition within a small Wisconsin 
community. The study ultimately confirms what other 
scholars have concluded about Prohibition—that opinions 
on the issue were split along ethno-religious lines, and that, 
in small towns and rural areas, the “noble experiment” was 
relatively successful.

The Berlin Brewing Company
• 1850- first brewery in Berlin, 

operated by a New England 
settler, Oscar Caswell

• August and Edward Buhler, 
Germans, bought the brewery 
and formed the Berlin Brewing 
Company in 1867

• During Prohibition, the brewery 
produced “near-beer” (beer 
with an alcohol content less 
than 2.5% alcohol)

Location of Berlin, WI. Map data ©2016 Google

Religion
• Berlin’s earliest white inhabitants, settlers from New England, formed Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, and Episcopal societies along with one Roman Catholic church 
• Religious diversity increased with immigration in the 1880s—Berlin went from overwhelmingly evangelical Protestant to half evangelical Protestant and half Roman Catholic and Lutheran 
• By 1915: one Baptist church, one Christian Science Society, one Congregational church, one Episcopal church, one Evangelical church, one Methodist Episcopal church, two Lutheran churches, and three Roman 

Catholic churches

Ethno-Religious Profile of Berlin, Wisconsin

• Of Berlin’s 1,278 families 56% of them had foreign-born members
• Poles were the largest ethnic group: 37% of families had some degree of Polish heritage (the head of household, his 

spouse, or one of their parents were identified in the census as Polish)
• Germans were second largest group: 25%
• Second-generation Americans (meaning that the head of the household, his spouse, and their respective parents 

were all born in the United States): 23% of families
• Scottish, English, Welsh and Irish: 14% of families
• Russians, Swedes, Danish, Canadians, Norwegians, Italians: 1% of families

Ethnicity
• By 1910, population in Berlin was 5,415

Polish

German

American (at least 
2nd generation)

Irish/Scottish/
English/Welsh

Ethnicities of Berlin’s Families in 1910*

*This data was obtained from a random sample 
of ten percent of Berlin’s families from the 1910 
US Census. The year 1910 was chosen for 
analysis because it would tell us what Berlin’s 
ethnic composition was like in on the eve of 
Prohibition, when the Prohibition movement in 
Wisconsin was in full swing.

Introduction
The Eighteenth Amendment to the US Constitution, ratified 
on January 16, 1919, prohibited “the manufacture, sale or 
transportation of intoxicating
liquors” in the United 
States. This law was the 
result of a grass-roots 
temperance movement 
in which predominantly 
middle-class, native-
born, Protestant 
Americans—often 
women—crusaded  
against the evils of 
alcohol. Nineteenth-
century reformers feared 
the overwhelming forces 
of immigration 
urbanization, and 
industrialization because 
of the morally degrading 
effects they seemed to 
have on American
society. Working-class immigrants, who often did not 
subscribe to America’s Protestant evangelical culture, 
turned to alcohol for recreation and relief from daily life. 
Saloons arose and became male-dominated spaces of 
drunkenness and violence. These vices carried over into 
domestic spaces, tearing apart families. Groups like the 
Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and the Anti-Saloon 
League sought to defeat the “demon rum” by making the 
prohibition of alcohol a constitutional law.

The Volstead Act at the federal level and the Mulberger Act 
at the state level enforcing Prohibition went into effect on 
January 17, 1920. But these laws did not end Americans’ use 
of alcohol. People began distilling their own liquor and 
brewing their own beer. Speakeasies sprang up across the 
nation and so did a new culture of crime. Prohibition laws 
became increasingly difficult to enforce. On December 5, 
1933, the Eighteenth Amendment became the only 
amendment in US history to be repealed.

Historians have generally agreed that factors like class, 
ethnicity, religion, and geographic location have heavily 
influenced Americans’ attitudes towards alcohol and 
Prohibition. For this reason, it is meaningful to study 
Prohibition in different localities. Such studies might 
confirm what other scholars have already observed, or they 
might reveal a very different story.

Eighteenth Amendment. Courtesy of National 
Archives and Records Administration

Alcohol and Temperance in Berlin
Saloons
• In 1898, Berlin had 17 saloons
• By 1917, only 3 saloons and 7 

sample rooms (places where 
alcohol was purchased but not 
consumed) remained

• During Prohibition, former saloon-
keepers, like breweries, sold near-
beer and soft drinks, however 
many Berlin saloon-keepers were 
arrested for illegally selling alcohol 
on their premises

Woman’s Christian 
Temperance Union (WCTU)
• A WCTU chapter existed in 

Berlin as early as 1882
• Membership grew from 13 

members in 1898 to 64 
members in 1920

• The members who could be 
identified in the US Census 
were native-born 
Wisconsinites with Yankee 
parentage 

Conclusion

Prohibition in Berlin

Volstead and Mulberger
The Eighteenth Amendment did not define the term 
“intoxicating liquors.” In October 1919, Congress passed the 
National Prohibition Act (informally known as the 
Volstead Act) which defined intoxicating liquors as 
beverages containing 0.5% or more of alcohol by volume. 
The law was unexpectedly harsh; many Americans expected 
the definition to remain the same as it was in the Wartime 
Prohibition Act of 1918, which defined intoxicating 
liquors as those having more than 2.75% of alcohol. 

State legislatures were able to pass their own Prohibition 
enforcement packages. Wisconsin’s version of the Volstead 
Act was the Mulberger Act which defined intoxicating 
liquors as those containing more than 2.5% alcohol by 
volume. This rejection of the federal government’s 
definition illustrates Wisconsin’s resistance to Prohibition. 
With an overwhelmingly large population of German-
Americans and a powerful brewing industry, it is no wonder 
why Wisconsin resisted. However, in 1921, the Mulberger
Act was replaced by the Severson Act, which held the 
definition of intoxicating liquors to the Volstead standard.

Moonshiners and Bootleggers
• Between 1919-1929, 21 Berlin men were charged with 

liquor law violations 
• Over half of these men were of Polish heritage. A 

handful were ethnic Germans and native-born 
Wisconsinites 

• A few of the men charged were saloon-keepers. Though 
saloons were no longer licensed to sell beverages 
containing more than 2.5% alcohol (See Volstead and 
Mulberger below), they became places where Berlinites 
could obtain illicit liquor.

Prohibition Coverage in the Berlin Journal-
Courant
• Berlin’s local newspaper provides clues as to how 

residents felt about Prohibition.
• 1918 articles were dominated by news of the Great War 

and spouted ideas of patriotism, Protestantism, and 
nativism—sentiments shared by dry reformers. There 
was also a great deal of anti-German sentiment due to 
the war (there was even a movement to get the City of 
Berlin to change its name).  As a result of these 
feelings, the Wartime Prohibition Act was popular 
because its purpose was to support the war effort.

• The paper reported favorably on programs put on by 
the WCTU and Anti-Saloon League.

• Issues of the Journal-Courant up until 1922 openly 
accepted Prohibition. The newspaper encouraged 
compliance with laws and praised the efforts of law 
enforcement on cracking down on moonshiners and 
bootleggers. There was no commentary criticizing 
Prohibition.

• The Journal-Courant frequently reported on changes 
in Prohibition laws and arrests related to liquor law 
violations. It also  frequently warned against the 
dangers of consuming illicit liquor. 

• The editor of the Journal-Courant at this time was 
R.S. Starks, a native-born American with native-born 
parents (not a first or second generation German or 
Polish immigrant like most Berlinites were). This 
might explain the newspaper’s sympathetic stance 
toward Prohibition.

• It would be interesting to examine how the paper’s and 
public’s attitude towards Prohibition changed 
throughout the decade, but the Berlin-Journal 
Courant was only available through the year 1922.

Berlin Brewery, 1918. Courtesy of the Berlin Public Library
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Elections
• Prior to and during Prohibition, most Berlinites 

voted Republican.
• The Wisconsin Republican Party platform of 1920 

urged for the continuance of the Mulberger Act. 
The Mulberger Act was only supposed to continue 
until January 1, 1921, but a referendum taken on 
November 2, 1920 asked if the Act should continue 
beyond January 1st.  

• 78% of Berlin voters were in favor of the 
Mulberger Act’s continuance, thus voting to keep 
the definition of “intoxicating liquors” at 2.5% 
alcohol by volume. This was a victory for the anti-
Prohibitionists in Wisconsin.

• By 1930, the Wisconsin Republican Party voiced 
direct opposition to Prohibition in its platform, 
pointing out that the “noble experiment” 
facilitated “corruption of the public service, 
intemperate use of illicit liquor, and loss of respect 
for law...” Prior to 1930, the Republican Party in 
Wisconsin presented no strong opinion on the 
issue, unlike Republicans in other states who were 
Prohibition’s main supporters. 

• On April 4, 1933, 80% of voters in Green Lake 
County voted for the members of the state 
convention to ratify the repeal of the Eighteenth 
Amendment

• The City of Berlin, along with the rest of the state 
voted “wet” in elections regarding Prohibition 
legislation.

Berlin’s experience with Prohibition was not especially unique, and this study has reinforced much of what other historians have concluded about this era. Attitudes about temperance and 
Prohibition split the city along lines of ethnicity and religion. Proponents of temperance, like WCTU members, were native-born evangelical Protestants with Yankee heritage. Many of Berlin’s 
saloon-keepers and many of those who were charged with violating liquor laws during Prohibition were foreign-born Germans or Poles, or native-born Americans who had German or Polish 
parentage. The Germans in Berlin were Catholic and Lutheran, and the Poles were Catholic, and thus were unsympathetic to a nativist, evangelical-Protestant cause like Prohibition. The Berlin 
Journal-Courant regularly expressed support for Prohibition laws and praised vigilant law enforcement practices against those who violated liquor laws. Yet the Journal-Courant surely did not 
represent the opinions of all Berlinites, as election results show that Berlin residents had a tendency to vote for “wet” legislation. Even though elections during Prohibition indicate that most 
Berlinites were against Prohibition, my conclusion is that the “noble experiment” was somewhat successful in the City of Berlin. Yes, moonshining and bootlegging were prevalent in the early years 
of Prohibition, but local law enforcement was earnest in its effort to stop the sale, transport, and manufacture of illicit liquor. Furthermore, the obvious support that Berlin’s primary newspaper 
displayed for Prohibition suggests that more than a few readers shared its sentiments. The majority of Berlin residents likely got by just fine consuming 2.5% beer and the liquor that they kept in 
their own private homes.

Ethno-Religious Heritage and Drinking
Immigrant groups like the Germans and Poles fought to preserve their Old Country customs as they 
settled into their new communities in the United States. For Germans in particular, this meant 
continuing their beer-brewing and social beer-drinking practices. Poorer immigrant groups (along 
with Catholic immigrants), like the Polish and Irish drank excessively to relieve the emotional 
burdens of working-class life. 

Native-born Americans with Yankee/Anglo-Saxon heritage (those who had lived in the United States 
for generations) had their own period of excessive intemperance in the early nineteenth century. The 
rhetoric of the Second Great Awakening spurred Americans into renouncing their habits of 
drunkenness and reforming society to fit standards of Protestant morality.
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These headlines from the Berlin-Journal Courant illustrate the earnest and vigilant 
efforts of Berlin’s law enforcement when it came to liquor laws in the early years of 
Prohibition. Top left and top right are articles about Berlin’s first Wartime Prohibition 
case, in which a German saloon-keeper, Theodore Druggish, was charged with selling 
intoxicating liquor in his establishment.
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