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Meeting – February 24th
Please join us at St. Mark’s Orthodox Church in Bethesda at 8 PM.
We are looking forward to the Baltimore bottle show. Please bring
Baltimore items for show & tell.

We will have more photos from the January meeting
in our next newsletter. For now here are a jar and jar
holder that we saw in January.

Meetings: 8:00 PM on the last Tuesday of each month January-June, October-November; picnic in September.
President: Andy Goldfrank
Vice President: Al Miller
Secretary: Jim Sears
Pontil: Jim Sears (email: searsjim@usa.net, PH: 609/472-5473) & Andy Goldfrank (email: amg_sticky@yahoo.com, PH: 202/588-0543)
Web Site: www.potomacbottlecollectors.org
Maintained by Mike Cianciosi (chosi@cox.net)
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The Irish “Johns”
and Their DC Saloons
By Jack Sullivan
[Special to the Potomac Pontil]
For many of of the Irish who inhabited the District of
Columbia during the late 1800s and early 1900s, the occupation
of saloonkeeper was a familiar one. Among them were three
men of Irish descent, all named “John,” — John Fitzmorris,
John Keady and John Gleeson. The three Johns left their mark
on Washington and on bottles by which we can remember them.
John Fitzmorris was born in 1960 in Ireland and had
come to America, likely with his parents, at the age of 13.
When he was 40, the 1900 U.S. Census found him living in a
boarding house in the District, still unmarried. He gave his
occupation as “saloonkeeper.” His establishment was at
Seventh Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, the thoroughfare
known as “Rum Row.” An 1890s publication listed 109
neighborhood brothels and 50 saloons on the street and pointed
out that President Grover Cleveland could see the goings-on
from his bedroom window. Fitzmorris apparently was
successful in this setting and by the early 1900s had built a hotel
on his corner, one he called “The Commercial.”

Fig. 2: Commercial Hotel flask #1

Fig. 3: Commercial Hotel flask #2

In a 1905 Washington Post advertisement, the genial
Irish proprietor called on “Mr. Traveling Man” to put up at his
place, strictly a stag hotel (Fig. 1). The ad termed it modern and
up-to-date with large comfortable rooms and a good, central
location. The text failed to mention that Fitzmorris also was
running a popular saloon downstairs where a tired traveling man
might take a drink of an evening or even meet an understanding
woman. The proprietor also sold package goods over the bar for
passersby or to a hotel guest wanting a nightcap in his room.
Fig. 4: Old Berwick Rye ad

As Pennsylvania Avenue was being redeveloped in the
1940s, archeologists dug up many relics of the street’s rowdy
past. A major find was a cellar full of whiskey and beer bottles.
Among them were relics of John Fitzmorris Old Berwick Rye.
No indication was given in the press where, or even whether, the
bottles were preserved in anything like a museum setting.

Fig. 1: Commercial Hotel 1905 ad

Shown here are two flasks bearing the embossing of the
Commercial hotel, complete with its address (Figs. 2, 3). They
may once have had a paper label for Fitzmorris’s house brand,
“Old Berwick Rye.” He advertised that whiskey frequently in
Washington newspapers touting it as “good beyond compare.”
(Fig. 4). He would deliver a bottle to your residence for $1.00.
Just phone him up.

Although Irish saloonkeepers often were very active in
local and state politics, Fitzmorris was not. Irish-American John
Keady was more to the type, a high profile DC Democrat and,
as his obituary put it, “prominently connected with many civic
and religious organizations.” He had been born in the District
of Columbia in 1857, the son of Daniel and Ellen Keady, both
Irish immigrants. The 1880 census found him living in
Georgetown with his parents and working as a clerk in his
father’s grocery store at 3316 M Street N.W. Next door was a
saloon at 3312 M Street N.W. run by a Dennis T. Keady, likely
his uncle.
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About 1877 and at age 33 John married a woman named
Mary and they had four children, three girls and a boy. In time
he appears to have inherited the proprietorship of the Keady
saloon. He also was mixing up and bottling his own house brand
of blended whiskey. He called it “Hannisville Whiskey” and
sold it under his own label in embossed bottles (Figs. 5,6).
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The third Irishman, John Gleeson, seems to have avoided
the census taker throughout his DC career. He first showed up
in a public record listed in a local business directory running a
saloon at 335 Eye Street, an establishment that appears to have
survived until about 1916, just before Congress voted DC “dry.”
It appears, like Fitzmorris, he may have been a bachelor, living
over his establishment.
Gleeson’s brand was “Altamont,” a brand he sold over
the bar at his saloon. It came in several sizes including a pint
flask (Fig. 7) with a characteristic circular label containing his
name (Fig. 8). Altamont Pure Rye also came in a half-pint with
the proprietor’s name in a straight line and the address of his
saloon (Fig. 9).

Fig. 5: Hannisville flask

Fig. 6: Hannisville label

Keady’s business apparently did not intrude on his
political life. An ardent Democrat, he was a strong advocate for
ratification by Congress of home rule status for the District of
Columbia. He was sent by the party central committee to the
National Democratic Convention in Baltimore in 1912 to
campaign for the cause. When President Wilson subsequently
appointed a District commissioner opposed by members of
Keady’s group, he strongly opposed the choice. Keady died in
February 1903.

Fig. 7: Altamont Rye pint
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The end of “Rum Row” and, indeed, all DC saloons
occurred in 1917 with laws prohibiting sales of alcohol. By that
time Keady had died, but the fate of Fitzmorris and Gleeson
remains shrouded in the mists of the past. We have their
bottles, however, to remind us in DC of those whiskey men,
three Irish saloonkeepers named John.

Fig. 8: Altamont Rye embossing

Upcoming
Area Bottle
Shows
February 22, Enfield, CT
February 27-28 Phoenix, AZ
February 28 Grand Rapids, MI

March 8 Baltimore, MD
March 13-14 Chico, CA
March 16 Flint, MI
March 15 St. Louis, MO
March 20-21 Morro Bay, CA
March 22 Wilmington, OH
March 28 Daphne, AL
March 29 Tylersport, PA
April 11 Antioch, CA
April 11 Kalamazoo, MI
April 12 Dover, NH
April 19 Rochester, NY
May 2 Gray TN
May 3 Antioch, IL
May 9 Coventry, CT
May 16 Aiken, SC
May 17 Washington, PA
June 7 Ballston Spa, NY

March 20-21 Deland, FL
March 22 Bloomington, MN
March 29 Enfield, CT
April 4 Belleville, IL
April 11 Savannah, GA
April 11 St. Clairsville, OH
April 12 Hutchinson, KS
April 29, Harrisonburg, VA
May 3 Marcy, NY
May 9 Mansfield, OH
May 9 Adamstown, PA
May 16 Lake City, FL
May 30-31 Santa Rosa, CA
July 18-19 Adamstown, PA

July 31-August 2 Chattanooga, TN – The Federation of
Historical Bottle Collectors 2015 National Bottle Show

Fig. 9: Altamont Rye half-pint

