PROHIBITION'S LNDERGROLIND SPEAKEASIES
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whispered passwords,

speakeasies were the heart
of Prohibition Era nightlife.
Jazz music spilled from back
rooms, smoke curled through
the air, and crowds gathered
in defiance of the law, glasses
raised in secrecy. These hid-
den establishments symbol-
ized resistance to a govern-
ment experiment that sought
to reshape society. Prohibition
didn’t erase nightlife-it drove
it underground, as abandoned
buildings, basements, and
even caves were transformed
into illicit gathering spaces,
creating a cultural landscape
of secrecy and rebellion.

In response to grow-
ing pressure from the temper-
ance movement, which pro-
moted total abstinence from
alcohol due to its associations
with poverty, crime, and do-
mestic violence, Prohibition
began with the ratification
of the 18th Amendment and
the subsequent Volstead Act
(Rosenberg). The manufac-
ture, sale, and transportation
of alcohol were prohibited in
an attempt to limit its con-
sumption and consequently
improve morality (“Prohibi-
tion - Definition, Amendment
& Era”). When loopholes
emerged regarding alcohol’s
legal definition, Congress in-
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tervened with the Volstead
Act, clarifying that intoxicat-
ing liquor contained more
than 0.5% alcohol (Rosenberg).

Contrary to feder-
al intention, these amend-
ments backfired, igniting a
blaze of ripple effects in early
20th-century society. Phy-
sicians prescribed whiskey
as medicine, and smugglers
supplied illegal speakeasies
(Rosenberg). After 14 years
of cultural backlash and so-
cial rebellion, Prohibition
was overturned with the 21st
Amendment in 1933. The rip-
ple effects of Prohibition re-
main visible in historical and
archaeological accounts to-
day, both of which detail the
creativity of a restless society.
The secrecy of speakeasies
fostered a sense of exclu-
sivity and rebellion, turning
ordinary drinking into a cul-
tural statement against gov-
ernment control. In a fitting
mirror of this transformation,
ordinary and unsuspecting
settings, including caves, were
likewise recast into sites of de-
fiance. The Fantastic Caverns
in Missouri and the Black Cat
Cave in Tennessee illustrate
how communities adapted
natural and local landscapes
to evade federal law during
Prohibition.

The Percy Cave
Speakeasy

Fantastic Caverns, Missouri
Fantastic Caverns (previ-
ously known as Percy Cave)
in Springfield, Missouri, of-
fers one of the most dramat-
ic examples of how natural
landscapes were reimagined
during the Prohibition Era.
The cave’s story began in 1862,
when local farmer John Knox
lost his dog when it chased a
rabbit into a hole. Crawling
after it, Knox stumbled into
the hidden cavern system that
would soon reshape Spring-
field’s history. In 1867, guided
by torchlight, 12 young wom-
en from the Springfield Wom-
en’s Athletic Club pioneered
the first formal exploration
of the cave system, paving
the way for public access and
the installation of electric-
ity in 1887 During Prohibi-
tion, locals transformed the
largest chamber of the mod-
ern-day Fantastic Caverns,
nicknamed the “ballroom” or
“auditorium,” into the hidden
Percy Cave Speakeasy, com-
plete with a wooden dance
floor. However, the only en-
trance was the original hole
discovered almost 70 years
earlier. Lit only by the moon,
attendees crawled on their
hands and knees through dark

caverns to

reach this mys-

terious nightclub.

Records indicate this

space quickly became a

site of illicit drinking, gam-
bling, and dancing.

Although unconventional, the
cave’s environment provided the
ideal setting for an illegal speak-
easy. Its remote entrance shielded
gatherings from the outside world,
and its extensive, flat chamber could
hold large crowds. The stone walls
created natural acoustics, and the
year-round 60-degree temperature
served as an air conditioning sys-
tem, providing an optimal atmo-
sphere for illicit parties.

Fantastic Caverns acted as a
hub for America’s rebellious spirit
until 1923, when a violent conflict
between attendees resulted in a
murder. Law enforcement inter-
vened, and the Percy Cave Speak-
easy was shut down. Although ma-
terial evidence is now gone, traces
of the era remain etched into the
walls as a reminder of how society
transformed a geological landmark
into a sanctuary of rebellion. Today,
the site balances tourism with pres-
ervation and continues to highlight
the creativity with which Americans
resisted Prohibition.

Black Cat Tavern

Black Cat Cave, Tennessee

Black Cat Cave in Murfreesboro,
Tennessee, provides another strik-
ing example of how caves became
entangled in the social and cultural
landscape of the Era. Unlike Fantas-
tic Caverns, where a single crawl-

space made entry a secret adven-
ture, Black Cat Cave was deliberately
restructured for nightlife. The Neely
family landowners built a facade at
the cave's sinkhole entrance and di-
vided the interior cavern into three
rooms. The main chamber included
a concrete floor, a wooden dance
platform, cedar-paneled walls, a
fireplace, and a stage for live mu-
sic (London-Sherer). The smaller
kitchen and dining room spaces
served traditional American food
alongside illicit whiskey and beer
(London-Sherer). At the height of
Prohibition, fiddles and jazz echoed
against the limestone walls as locals
drank and danced.

The Black Cat Tavern quickly
developed a reputation as a lively
social hub. However, oral histories
also described the atmosphere as
violent and dangerous. Rumors of
heavy drinking, violent brawls, and
a risqué nightlife spread through
the local community, clashing with
the image of traditional, rural Ten-
nessee respectability. In 1939, lo-
cal accounts suggest that a violent
altercation prompted police inter-
vention, and the speakeasy was per-
manently closed.

Recent archaeological investi-
gations confirmed Black Cat Tav-
ern's illicit operation as detailed in
oral histories and folklore. Excava-
tions in 2014 recovered thousands
of artifacts, including fragments of
beer and whiskey bottles, Coca-Co-
la glass, bottle caps, and remains of
the concrete floor (London-Sherer).
Most artifacts dated to the Prohi-
bition Era, confirming local rumors
with material evidence. Today, the
cave is preserved as a city park and
closed to the public; however, the
archaeological evidence and local
histories of speakeasy activity en-

sure its memory
persists as a site
of communal defi-
ance against govern-
ment policy.

The Echoes
of Prohibition

The Fantastic Caverns and Black Cat
Cave reveal how the government’s
attempt to legally define morality
drove nightlife into unconventional
settings, transforming natural caves
into hubs of rebellion. These subter-
ranean speakeasies embody the in-
genuity of a restless society, demon-
strating that the consequences of
Prohibition extended far beyond cit-
ies and the liquor industry. What be-
gan as a constitutional experiment
meant to eliminate a common vice
instead reshaped communities and
carved rebellion into the very walls
of American caves.
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