The Old Dominion goes dry: prohibition in Virginia

Mark Benbow

Virginia enacted state-wide prohibition
in November 1916 through a popular
referendum, three years before national
prohibition began. Virginia's experiment
with prohibition did not come about sud-
denly. As was often the case throughout
the United States, Virginia went dry after
a long political battle led by groups such
as the Woman's Christian Temperance
Union (WCTU) and the Anti-Saloon
League (ASL). These lobbying groups
provided the leadership, the impetus, and
finally, the votes that lead to Virginia's
ban on alcoholic beverages. The story of
how the WCTU and the ASL made
Virginia legally dry step-by-step is an
excellent case study of how Prohibition
spread across the United States as a
whole.1

Virginia in 1910

In 1910 Virginia had a largely rural and
native-born population of two million.
Only 23% of the state lived in urban
areas, defined rather generously as
including towns with more than 2,500

*This article has undergone peer review.

people, compared to 45% nationally.
Most of Virginia's nineteen cities were
small. The state capital, Richmond, was
the largest with a population of 127,000.
Norfolk was the second largest city with
67,000. Only three other cities, Roanoke,
Portsmouth, and Lynchburg had over
populations over 25,000.2

Virginia also had a smaller percentage of
immigrants in its population than was
average nationwide. Only 1.3% of
Virginia's residents were foreign-born. By
comparison, about 14% of all Americans
were foreign born. A handful of the state's
cities had a slightly higher immigrant
population. In both Alexandria City and
Norfolk, over 11% of residents were
either immigrants or had at least one
immigrant parent, as did 9% of Richmond
residents. Alexandria County, a suburb
of Washington, DC,3 outdid them all,
with 21% of its population either being
foreign-born or having at least one for-
eign born parent. The most common
among the numerous ethnic groups were
German and Irish, both of which tended
to be anti-Prohibition. Virginia was also
heavily Protestant. All of these factors
would play a role in the 1914 Prohibition
referendum, as dry voters tended to be
rural, and native-born Protestant.4
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Figure 2. Rosslyn, Virginia, circa 1908. Rosslyn, just across the Potomac River from Washington,
DC, was a Red Light district for Washington and a sore spot for Alexandria County. Filled with
saloons and brothels, it was this type of area that the Prohibitionists held up as an example of
the result of legal alcohol sales in their anti-liquor campaigns. Photo from the author's collection.

Politically Virginia was dominated by the
Democratic Party which was divided into
factions. The Republican Party had, at
times, been in power in Virginia during
the post Civil War Reconstruction Era
(1865-1877), but by 1900 had little politi-
cal power outside of a few districts. The
Democratic Party was dominated by a
conservative political machine known as
‘The Ring’ and headed by US Senator

Thomas S Martin. The Ring's main
opponent was a group of Democratic
reformers who assembled coalitions
each election year and had no set leader.
State elections were often races between
two Democratic candidates and the state
almost always favoured the Democratic
nominee for President. The Ring and its
opponents both supported the existing
white supremacist political structure that
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kept black candidates out of office, a
position that, early on, had ramifications
for the temperance movement.

Virginia's temperance organizations

The temperance movement had been
active in the United States, including
Virginia, since well before the Civil War
(1861-1865). The movement's overarch-
ing goal was to eliminate the production,
sale, and consumption of alcoholic bever-
ages. The campaign for prohibition lost
momentum in the 1850s as abolition took
front stage as a national issue. As the
19t century gave way to the 20t, the
temperance movement began to regain
political strength as one of many reform
issues that drew public attention and
popular support between the period
1890-1920, generally known as the
Progressive Era. The Progressives were
not one group but were comprised of
many from across the political spectrum
that supported many different causes
including women's suffrage, worker
rights, banning child labour, tax and cur-
rency reform, ending ‘white slavery’
(prostitution) as well as regulating or pro-
hibiting alcoholic beverages.

Prohibition had wider appeal than is
currently popularly remembered. Some
pro-labour advocates supported banning
alcoholic beverages because they believed
the large breweries and distilleries used
their products to prey on workers.
Banning alcohol, however, found its
greatest support among conservative

Figure 3. Postcard of a statue of Francis
Willard. Every state has two statues of
famous person's from their state in the US
Capitol. lllinois chose this statue of Willard as
one of their two contributions in 1905. From
the author's collection.

Protestant groups that saw Prohibition as
not only a way to fight the ‘sin’ of drinking
but also as a way to reestablish control
over the large population of immigrants
that were coming into the US. Many of
the new immigrants came from communi-
ties where drinking was an acceptable
and established part of family life. The
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