
HOUSE No. 519.

Executive Department ■, Boston, June 27,1874

To the House of Representatives.

Commomucaltl) of illassarljusctte.

Gentlemen :—No more important question can be pres-
ented to us in the discharge of our official duties than that
concerning the traffic in spirituous liquors. The results in-
volved in any decision that may be made are so momentous,
and the consequences so grave and wide-reaching, that in dis-
cussing the issue we ought to lay aside personal and party
considerations of every kind and be influenced solely by the
obligations we owe to our fellow-men and the solemn trusts
we have taken upon ourselves in behalf of the Commonwealth.
Called upon to consider the " Bill regulating the sale of spirit-
uous or intoxicating liquor,” I must act on my oath and my
conscience, appealing for my justification, not alone to the
enlightened judgment of the people of Massachusetts, but to
that Power which is superior to all human authority and
infallibly tries the hearts of men.

If we admit that there may be a use of intoxicating liquors
so guarded and temperate that no appreciable evil arises there-
from, it is still the unanimous verdict of the civilized world,
supported by a weight of evidence not to be overthrown, that
the use of alcoholic fluids is the cause of much the largest
proportion of the crime and degradation and misery falling to
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the lot of man. Among good citizens there is no essential
disagreement on the point that the traffic in such fluids must
be restrained and limited as far as possible. Difference of
opinion arises only when we consider whether it is best to try
to regulate the sale of these fluids or prohibit it altogether.
If we adopt the latter course we are at least in harmony with
the methods adopted by general consent toward other offences
against public morals,—offences which we must confess exist
to a great extent among us in spite of our efforts to prevent
them, and yet upon which the law, so far as its precept goes,
stamps the seal of prohibition.

The history of the struggle with the evils of intemperance
is most instructive. The earliest attempts to check the use
of intoxicating liquors were in the direction of license and
regulation. These attempts continued in this Commonwealth
for more than two hundred years, with a constantly increas-
ing stringency, which can only be explained on the ground
that mild measures were found to be insufficient, until, in
1855, the experiment was determined upon of adopting
entire prohibition as the only logical and effective method of
dealing with the matter. Without asserting that this has
proved so successful in overcoming the evils it was meant to
remedy, as was hoped by those who initiated and those who
sustain the prohibitory policy, I am fully of the opinion that
more progress has been made toward the desired end than
was ever before made in the same period under any other
system.

In considering what has been accomplished, we must recog-
nize the great changes that have taken place since this system
was inaugurated. Our rural districts have undergone a
gradual depopulation, and large numbers of our young men
have become massed in cities, away from the restraints of
home; we have been subjected to the demoralizing influences
inseparable from civil war long continued ; and the necessity
or pressure of business has forced us into a feverishness or
restlessness of life that rapidly wears and wastes. Exactly
what the effect upon public morals would have been, had the
sale of intoxicating liquors, especially in our cities, been free
and open under color of law during the past sixteen or eigh-
teen years, no one can assume with positiveness to declare ; but
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I am quite confident that no Commonwealth in which thelicense system has prevailed can point to nobler records ofachievement in material interests, intellectual pursuits, ormoral reforms, and equally certain that we could not have
made greater progress in any good direction under a law pro-
motive of the traffic in intoxicating liquors.

So far as attempts have been made to compromise the two
systems of prohibition and license, by legalizing sales through
druggists and town agents, or by permitting the unrestricted
sale ol malt liquors and light intoxicants, the results have
been unsatisfactory. Abuses of the grossest character were
found to creep in at once where any privileges were granted,
and subsequent legislatures have been obliged to repeal what
seemed to be on the passage most carefully guarded enact-
ments of a restrictive character. Comproipise in this regard
that shall not be abused in the most flagrant manner, all ex-
perience with which I am familiar proves to be an impossi-
bility. If intemperance is not our inexorable doom, if the
poverty and wretchedness and crime brought on by the use
of intoxicating liquors are not our inevitable heritage, what
can we do better than to set ourselves in unyielding oppo-
sition to the traffic which promotes them !

I am aware that it is said intemperance increases under our
prohibitory law,—that the sale of intoxicants is as great as it
would be under a license law ; but I call your attention to the
absence hero of the flaunting and attractive bar-rooms that
spread their snares to capture the thoughtless and easily
tempted in cities where licenses prevail; to the constantly
growing sense of disfavor with which the liquor traffic is
regarded by the community generally ; and to the powerful,
systematic and unrelenting activity of those interested in it to
break down the law and the officers who try to enforce it.
Here is evidence that the statute does impose an effective and
crippling restraint, from which relief is sought in the elastic
and easily evaded provisions of license. Even if some sincere
friends of temperance prefer a stringent license law to a pro-
hibitory system, there can be no denial that the men who
have money and business at stake in this contest, are the
most ardent and urgent advocates of license, and I cannot
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doubt that they understand themselves and calculate shrewdly
the advantage they will gain.

It is easy to mistake the clamor of interested parties for
the voice of the people. When I seek to ascertain what the
latter really is, I recall that the license law elaborated with so
much care in 1868 was permitted to remain on the statute
books only till the people could next be heard at the ballot-
box. With the single exception that public bars are prohib-
ited, the measure now under consideration is in no essential
point better, and in some respects I think it less stringent
than that was. The notorious evasions of that law, and the
open way in which all intoxicants were then sold under the pro-
tection of innholder’s and vitualler's licenses, demonstrated the
powerlessness of such enactments to protect the community
against the evils of intemperance. And the pending bill seems
to me simply a prohibitory measure, with exceptions that
totally destroy its moral force as an instrument for the pro-
motion of temperance and the well-being of our people.

It is objected to our present liquor law that the enforcement
of it is irregular and unequal. Admitting this to be true for
the sake of argument, what assurance have we that a license
law would be more thoroughly enforced ? Are the penalties
imposed any more severe? Are there any greater incentives
to officers or citizens to do their duty? The prohibitory leg-
islation of 1855 had its origin in the deep-settled conviction
that the license law of that period was virtually a dead letter.
The law of 1868 was violated with such open and reckless
impunity that it became a mockery in the eyes of the people.
In our sister States where the license system now prevails
there is a daily burden of complaint that its penalties are
defied and its provisions evaded on every hand. Where is
the proof that the local police and magistrates who refrain
from efforts to enforce the prohibitory law would faithfully
and energetically and persistently enforce a license law? It
is not furnished by our experience, nor by the experience of
any other Commonwealth.

Nor is the argument at all conclusive to my mind, that we
should not retain upon our statute books a law that is in
advance of public opinion on this subject. Law is, in one
sense, a guide-board, pointing out the course of conduct
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lolloped, will secure the greatest degree of goodanc lappmess and safety tor all. Therefore, it must often be
ai G e \ u eal in its character, and, frequently, in advance of
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enelal conduct ot those subject to it, that it may be an
instructor and elevator, as well as a source of restriction and
punishment, lo a law committing the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts to a public acknowledgment that the sale of
intoxicating liquors as a beverage is necessary and desirable,
I cannot, on my conscience, give assent. It seems to me
that the only safe and sound position for a Christian commu-
nity to take in regard to this matter is that of absolute and
unqualified opposition to the traffic.

When I think of the victims to the use of intoxicating
liquors in every village of the Commonwealth; when I study
the great field over which our board of state charities has
supervision; when I consider our almshouses and hospitals
and homes for the fallen and friendless ; when I look into our
jails and workhouses and houses of correction and the state
prison; and when I try to compute the loss and charges upon
all our industries, by reason of imperfect labor, and the taxes
for the support of these institutions for reformation and pun-
ishment, my judgment unqualifiedly condemns, and my heart
and my manhood rebel against, any system that would per-
mit the great source of all this wrong and misery and crime
to exist by authority of the Commonwealth. My convictions
against the policy of such a system are too strong; my desire
for the welfare and progress of the people is too ardent, and
my official responsibilities are too solemn and resistless, for
me to hesitate in doing the duty laid upon me. I therefore
return the bill entitled, "An Act regulating the sale of spirit-
uous or intoxicating liquor,” to the House of Representa-
tives, in which it originated, without executive sanction.

THOMAS TALBOT.








