
 

Freshly harvested
DESIGNS BY

JANET MAVEC

BERRY

EARRINGS

 

BEAN
EARRINGS    

ARTICHOKE

EARRINGS ‘

J. MAvEC & Co.
946 Madison Avenue at 74th Street

NewYork roo2t Tel (212) 517-7665

www.jmavec.com   
 

“Best Book Site - 2003’’§
Forbes magazine

cs

|
<
a
w
e
m

ot
t

P
A
w
e

—
r

4
e
T

|

gga
The legendary independent bookstore

Just Strings
§ Strings for Musical Instruments
@ Guitar, Bass, Orchestral, Folk & Ethnic
@ World's Largest Selection

www.juststrings.com

paris passion

www.parisnotes.com

 

50 THE NEW YORKER, SEPTEMBER 15, 2003

 

 

 

ANNALS OF EPIDEMIOLOGY

JAKE LEG
Howthe blues diagnoseda medical mystery.

BY DAN BAUM

r. John Morgan,a professorat
the City University of New York

Medical School, likes to call himself a

pharmaco-ethnomusicologist. Hisfirst
love is early-American vernacular music,
and his apartment, on the Upper West
Side, is stacked with ancient records.

Some years back, Morgan waslistening
to the Allen Brothers’ “Jake Walk Blues,”

| released in 1930. In a kazoo-backed Ten-

nessee twang,the brothers sang,“I can't
eat, I can't talk, drinking meanjake, Lord,

I can't walk.”
Thelyrics pinballed through Morgan's

memoryandlit up twice. First was a lec-
| ture he'd heard in medical school, in 1961:

a professor had mentioned a strange pa-
_ ralysis called “jake walk” that he had ob-

| served duringhis residency in Cincinnati

in the thirties. Nextwas a face from Mor-

_ gan’s childhood in Ohio,thatofa legless

| beggar called Nigger John. Nigger John
_ had had the “jake leg,” Morgan recalled
his mothertelling him. She had said it in
a way that discouraged further inquiry.

Stout and bearded, Morgan, who

is sixty-three, delicately set the arm of
_ a turntable on a thick, spinning record,
and after a moment’s hiss we heard

whatsoundedlike pure despair. “Ishmon
| Bracey, one of the Mississippi greats,”

| Morgan whispered. From seven decades
| back, Bracey wailed, “Jake leg, jake leg,
| what in the world youtryingto do? Seems
like everybody in the city’s messed up on
accountof drinking you.”

Morgan has collected a number of
songs aboutthejake leg or the jake walk.

_ “From them we learn that some newkind
| of paralysis appeared in 1930,” hesaid.
“No songs mention it before then.” He
began bending back bluntfingers. “The
paralysis was brought on by drinking
somethingcalled fake.’ It afflicted enough
souls to instigate an entire subset of folk
music. Blacks and whites were affected.
It rendered men impotent. And it was
no longer inspiring musicians by 1934,
which meantit wasa cataclysmic but dis-

crete event.” He sat back and spreadhis
hands. “Behold the study, through folk
music, of a substance-induced epidemic,”
he said. “Pharmaco-ethnomusicology.”

Morgan hasbeenresearching thejake
leg on andoff for twenty-seven years. He
has put together a CD collection ofsev-
enteen tunes mentioning it, including
one by Gene Autry, and he has written
half a dozen medical-journal articles on
the subject. In the nineteen-seventies, he
interviewed a numberof the epidemic’s
surviving victimsandcollected his data, a
teeming bazaar of anecdote and chem-
istry, in a huge manuscript that has been
gathering dust for years. Healso has a
filthy carton full of clippings. With a lit-
tle prodding, he agreed to turn all the
material over to me. “I'm not giving up on
the story myself” he said. “I just don’t
mind someoneelsetelling it, too.”

s far as we know, the outbreak was

first detected in OklahomaCity, by
Ephraim Goldfain,a thirty-four-year-old

physician who had emigrated from Ro-
mania as a child and had put himself
through medical school by operating a
streetcar. He was bookishly handsome,
with swept-backred hair, a cleft chin, and

round horn-rimmed glasses. With a few
partners, he ran a thirty-five-bed clinic

called the Reconstruction Hospital. On
February 27, 1930, a man whose nameis

lost to history staggered in off the street.
The patient’s feet dangled like a mari-
onette’s, so that walking involved swing-
ing them forward andslappingthem onto
the floor, He told Goldfain that he had
strained himself lifting an automobile,
and a couple of days later his calves had
begun to tingle.Then his legs wentuseless
below the knee. He wasn't in anypain, he

said, but he could barely get around.
Suddenparalysis in those days usually

meant polio, but to Goldfain, who re-

countedthe patient’s history in a medical
journal, this didn’t look like polio. He

didn't pay much attention to the story
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aboutlifting the car. Goldfain thought
the man’s symptomssuggestedlead poi-
soning. He ordered blood and spinal-
fluid tests. They cameback negative.

Later that day, another man appeared,
exhibiting the same bizarre palsy. And
then another. By the end of the day,
Goldfain’s clinic had admitted five pa-
tients with the distinctive paralysis. One

 

othervisits. The men’s feet dangled, their
legs hung dead below the knee. Some
could get around on crutches, some
couldn't make their legs moveatall, some
could use neither their legs nor their
hands. Goldfain knew at oncethat this
was no contagion. Nochildren were sick,
andhardlyanywomen.Themen Goldfain
saw all lived in a seedypart oftown known

Paralysis victims initiallyfelt “foot—floppy,”andwalkedwith a rubber-leggedgait.

of them, a podiatrist, claimed he had

caughttheillness from his own patients,
and handed Goldfain a list of the ones
who had gone foot-floppy in the past
few days. Thelist had sixty-five names.

Oklahoma in 1930 was a hard-luck
place. Thanks to price-killing oversup-
plies of wheatandcotton,its people had
gotten a headstart on the Depression.
The same daythat Goldfain saw his five
patients, the American Hospital Associ-
ation criticized OklahomaCity’s medical
preparedness, noting that it had fewer
hospital beds per capita than any other
city ofits size. Nowitwas strugglingwith
whatlookedlike a full-blown epidemic.

In one frenetic day, Goldfain visited
thirty menon the podiatrist’s list, and in
the succeeding weeks followed up with

for bootlegging.Theystruck him as being
ashamed oftheir illness. He had only to
look at them,andthegrimyscratch houses
they lived in, to know they were stew-
bums, boozegobs, hooch histers, drunks.

Within a few days,in various locales
in the East, the South, and the Midwest,

men began folding up. Some found that
they couldn't climb out of bed in the
morning. Those whocouldstill walk all
had the same rubber-legged gait; one
doctorin a RhodeIsland hospital flooded
with victimssaid that the men walked as
if they were passing through “a field of
wet grass.” In Providence, a seventy-year-
old hobo was stricken at 11 A.M. at the
comer of Friendship and Plain Streets;
he sat down and couldn't get up. The
numbers were frightening: fifty-five cases

in Worcester, Massachusetts. Five hun-

dredpractically overnight inWichita. Six
hundred and ninety in Topeka. A thou-
sand in Mississippi. The mystery plague
smoteJohnson City, Tennessee, particu-
larly hard. “A great manyof the victims
for the first three or four weeks were
ashamed to comeonthestreets, but they
finally cameout,” a Johnson City victim
wrotein letter to the Surgeon General's
office. “You can go onthestreets ofJohn-
son City now, andin the run ofa day, you
can count three or four hundred people
in the same condition that I am in.”

In New England, as in the South, the

typical victim was an alcoholic man living
alone in a cheap rented room, unem-
ployed or holding a menial job. Many
were veteransofthe GreatWar.Apair of
Cincinnati doctors examined a hundred
and seventeen victims and found their
median age to be forty-seven; almostall
of them were earning less than forty dol-
lars a week. “A fair proportion led lone-
somelives,” the doctors wrote.“Indeed,it

would be difficult to imagine anyone
having less contactwith the people about
them than someofthesepatients.”

he economics of Prohibition, then in

its eleventh year, painted a bull’s-eye
on the urban and small-town poor. City
swells could buybonded liquor from Can-
ada; backwoods hillbillies often had ac-

cess to stills. Low-income townsfolkdrank
what they could get—rubbingalcohol,
hair oil, Sterno, doctored antifreeze.What
manyofthem preferred, though,wasjake.

JakewasJamaica ginger extract, one of
the hundreds ofdubious but harmless pat-
ent medicines that Americans had been
relying on for a century. A pale-orange
concoction packaged in a two-ounce glass
bottle, it was supposed to treat catarrh,
flatulence, and “late menstruation.” Be-

cause it was as much as eighty-five-per-
cent alcohol, it packed the kick of four
jiggers of Scotch. Andit was legal. Pat-
ent medicines hadbeen providing an end
run around temperancelaws since Maine
becamethefirst state to go dry, in 1851.
A bottle costing thirty-five cents was
available in many pharmacies,groceries,
and even dimestores. Preachers and
schoolmarmscouldslip the flat, clear-
glass bottle into a pocket for a discreet
nip at home. Common rummies, though,

often took a bottle into the store’s back
room, which manyjake sellers kept as
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low-rent speakeasies. There they could
mix the jake with Coca-Cola and have
their own furtivelittle party.

The Pure Food and DrugActof 1906
had purified neither. It required only
honest labelling. If a patent medicine
contained alcohol, morphine, opium,co-

caine, heroin, alphaor beta eucaine, chlo-
roform,cannabis indica, chloral hydrate,

or acetanilide, the label hadto say so. Fur-
thermore, if the medicine was listed in a

compendium of drug standards such as
the United States Pharmacopeia (U.S.P),
the medicine had to meetthose standards
andthe bottle could carry the U.S.P. label.
Jake, as a “fluid extract,” fell under the
U.S.P. requirementoffour-per-centsolids
(in this case, ginger) in a solution of alco-

hol and water. In 1919,the Volstead Act

turnedevery state dry, but it banned only
beverage liquor;jake and other alcoholic
medicines remained legal.When the mys-
terious outbreak of paralysis occurred,
eleven years later, there was no reason
initially to suspect thatjake hadanyrole.

he first person to record a connec-
tion betweenjake andthe paralysis

mayhave been Ishmon Bracey, the black
blues singer who cut “Jake Liquor Blues”
in Grafton, Wisconsin, in March of
1930, only weeks after Goldfain saw his

first case. Braceywas oneofhalf a dozen
Mississippi bluesmen—Son House,
Willie Brown, and Charley Patton
among them—whom Paramount Rec-
ords hadinvited to Graftonthatspring to
make “race” records. (This was

only ten years after thefirst black
blues hit was recorded—Mamie
Smith's “Crazy Blues,” on Okeh
Records—and Paramount had
heard from furniture-store own-
ers, who sold record-players,

that they could move more stock
if there were more black blues
records available.) In addition to

Bracey, Tommy Johnson, who
had made a namefor himself in
1928byrecording “Canned HeatBlues,”
about drinking Sterno, cut his “Alcohol
and Jake Blues” at Grafton. He was,ac-
cordingto his biographer, David Evans, a
hopeless alcoholic who in a drunken stu-
por becameconvinced thathe had signed
awayhis rights ever to record music again.
Johnson's brother recalled for Evans,“See,

when Tom get broke, he wouldsell any-
thing to get a drink of whisky or a drink
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of alcorub or anything that'd bring on
drunk. He'd take this old blackThree-in-
Oneshoe polish andstrain it through a
powder muff. It would bejust as clear as
water.” Though helived and performed
for another twenty-six years, after the
Grafton session Johnson never recorded
another song. Daddy Stovepipe,a singer
wholiked to perform in formal attire, and

his wife, Mississippi Sarah, also appar-
ently recorded a jake-leg song, though
John Morgan has neverfoundit.

Morgan believes that no other incident
has inspired as much popular music as the
jake-walk epidemic. Generally, one song
comes outofa disaster, maybe two.“There
is nothing to equal thejake walk,” he told
me. As a pharmaco-ethnomusicologist,
Morgan pays particular attention to the
portrayal of intoxicants. “Alcohol songs,
like heroin songs, tend to be negative and
warning, and thejake songs fit that pattern.
Marijuana songs are almostalways funny.”

Newspaper writers came up with
nicknamesfor the ailment: jake leg,jake
walk, jakeitus, jakeralysis, gingerfoot.
“The worst has happened,” a one-
paragraph story in the Topeka Dai/y
Capitol said. “Emporia, the Athens of
Kansas, has ‘jake leg.’” In the country
as a whole, as manyas a hundred thou-
sand people were affected, many ending
up in the poorhouses, county farms,vet-
erans’ homes, and pogeys that consti-
tuted the social safety net in those days.

Right behindthe stories of outbreaks
camereports of miracle cures: “galvanic

current,” sodium thiosulfate (a
cure for “heavy-metal” poison-
ing), and bathsin cider vinegar.
An Oklahoma City man said
he recovered from the jake leg
by being “bumped around on a
long trip by automobile.” An
Alabamajake-legger told his
doctor that com whiskey was
the “specific treatment”for his
condition. A’Texaswoman told
ajudge that her doctorhad rec-

ommendedbeer. Dr. Robert Kidd, of

Columbus, Ohio, treated a hundred and

twenty-five jake-leg cases by removing
forty cc.’s of spinal fluid from each pa-
tient and replacing it with a product
called Lille’s horse serum. Aside from
“terrific anaphylactic reaction,” rise in
temperature, severe headache, backache,

nausea, and vomiting that requiredAdren-
alin and morphineto combat, everything

went swimmingly. O. B. Van Fossen,
a chemist at the Golden Rule oil refin-
ery, in Wichita, looked out his window
one day to see a dozen jake-leg victims
bathing in the slush ponds of warm pe-
troleum refuse and mud. The lime and
sulfur of the slurry, they'd beentold,
might do them good.

Somevictims, for whatever reason,

did recover varying degrees of mobility;
for others, the paralysis was permanent.
John Morgan tracked down somesevere
jake-leg victims in 1977. By then, the

muscle floppiness they'd experienced in
the nineteen-thirties had evolved into a
spastic rigidity, but they were still crip-
pled. Autopsies ofjake-leggerswho died
from other causes showed damage to
the central nervoussystem,including the
spinal cord’s anterior horn cells—the
same that go bad in cases of polio and
amyotrophiclateral sclerosis (A.L.S., or
Lou Gehrig's disease). But the spinal col-
umn’s pyramidal tract cells also suffered
from the jake, which gradually led to
spasmsand rigidity. Higher brain func-
tions werentaffected, a team of Univer-
sity of Oklahoma researchers concluded,
although their methodology raises ques-
tions.Theydosed a chicken with enough
jake to make its legs go limp andnoted,
“The expressionin the eyes seemed to in-
dicate that the mind was not impaired.”

Oncejake was established as the vec-
tor, there was no escaping the awkward
truth that the victims had broughtthe af-
fiction upon themselves. “God is hanging
outa red flag as a danger sign to thosewho
violate His law,” thundered a Johnson

City Baptist minister. Shame was an ad-
ditional burden on the sufferers; the jake
leg’s distinctive limp betrayed everybody.
Fear of disgrace madeit hard for doctors
to get a patienthistory. Aparalyzed oper-
ator ofa Georgia mill, for example, vigor-

ously denied drinkingjake until his doctor
tricked him byoffering a prescription that
he said mighthelp but could kill any pa-
tient whod been drinking ginger extract.
Thepatient declined the prescription.

Notall victims were poororalcoholic.
In the nineteen-seventies, Morgan inter-
viewed “James Thomas,” a highly re-
spected white retiree who had served on
the boards of several Tennessee banks.
Whenhewas seventeen,Thomas andhis
brother and some friends had bought
somejake in Johnson City at a roadside
store run by a man named Will Kite and
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his daughter. Two weeks later, Thomas,

whodrove a truck for an oil company, no-
ticed that somethingwas wrong. He sud-
denly found it hard to depress the brake
andclutch pedals. He began working in-
doors, but noticed that his hands were

weak as well; soon he couldn't walk. “After

months in bed,” Morgan recalled, “he was
able to struggle to his feet and walk with
crutches, and began working on his par-
ents’ farm. He wouldhold tightly to the
plow handles and drag his feet behind
the horse, whoinitially supplied most of
the locomotive power. His hands re-
turned to normal, a process that took
years, and he becamea retail grocer. He
never walked without crutches again.”

According to another Johnson City
resident, the Kites denied that their Ja-
maica ginger extract had caused theill-
ness. “Theypointed outthat the bottles
were all labelled ‘United States Pharma-
copeia 70% alco,’” Morgan explained.

“Because it was labelled so and carried
a governmental certificate, it couldn’t be
the cause oftheillness, they argued. They
backed up their beliefs by openly con-
sumingthe jake in the store. The Kites
continuedto operate the store for a time.
This was accomplished with difficulty,
because they both had to crawl on hands
and knees from the back rooms of the
store to the countertowait on customers.”

None of the contemporary news or
medical accounts mentioned whatappears
to have been the disease’s most embarrass-
ing consequence.“It’s the doggonestdis-
ease ever heard of since I been born,”

Bracey sang. “You get numbin frontof
your body, you cant carryany lovin’ on.” In
thejake songs,“limberleg” or“limbertrou-
ble” seems to have been the bluesmen’s
code for impotence. “Mamacried out and
said,‘Oh Lord, there’s nothin’ in theworld
poor daddy can do, cause he done drank
so muchjake, oh Lord, that he got the
limberleg, too,’” moaned Willie Lofton.

Bracey was the mostexplicit: “AuntJane,
she came runnin’ and screamin’, tellin’

everybody in the neighborhood, “That
man of minegot the limbertrouble, and
his lovin’ can’t do meany good.’”

Every song byablack singer mentions
the limberleg. “If it hadn’t made men
impotent, there might not have been any
music atall,” Morgan said. In 1976, he

tracked down a sixty-nine-year-old jake-
legvictim named Gwin Davis.When the
epidemic began, Davis had been a mill-

 

peer
ae 

“We're a traditionalgay couple—we don't have kids.”

worker living in a boarding house in
Elizabethton,Tennessee. He'd boughthis
jake at a roadside standthatalso sold ice
cream, sandwiches, and moonshine. He
andall but oneofthe eightor nine other
young menat the boarding house went
limpat the sametime.Initially, they made
a gameofit. “We thoughtitwas fun, in a
way. Slap our feet andfall down,this and
that,” Davis said. “We didn’t know we

was going to get to where we couldn't
walk at all. Yeah, finally got to where
we couldn’t walk at all.” When Morgan
asked him if he'd ever thought of marry-
ing, Davis looked at his feet and wept.

It is impossible to determine howmany
black people suffered from the jake leg;
they weren't welcome at manyhospitals,
where they might have been counted.
Onlywhites gathered statistics on the epi-
demic, and, again, the research methods
were often questionable. The researchers
at the University of Oklahomaasserted
that theyhad not found “a single case ofa
Negrobeing affected”in their region, but
they seem to have doubted their own ob-
servations. (Oklahomawas ten percent

black.) To see if African-Americans en-

joyed a natural immunityto the jake leg,
the researchers devised yet another ex-
perimentwith chickens,this time dosing
black and white chickens with known

paralytic ginger extract. Secure in the be-
lief that black feathers in chickens were
the genetic equivalent of African her-
itage in humans, they watchedthe black
and white chickensfall ill indiscrimi-
nately and concludedthat “color plays no
part.” An Ohio doctor noted that ten per
cent of the cases he saw were Negroes,
andfelt compelled to report that, among
the remainder, seventy-five per cent were
“brunettes.”The songs of Ishmon Bracey,
Willie Lofton, and TommyJohnsonre-
main the best confirmation thatthe jake
leg hit black communities hard.

he jake-leg epidemic broke out dur-
ing the last golden moments of the

Republican Elysium,before the full effect
of the crash set in, when the country was
feverishly denyinghowpooritwas getting.
Governmentwas small, regulations were
skimpy, enforcementwas an afterthought,
and mass product-liabilitysuits wereyet to
be pioneered. Thefederal budget was less
than four billion dollars, and the biggest
items were defense spending andveterans’
benefits. Drug standards were policed, to
the limited extent allowed,bythe Agricul-
ture Department's tiny Bureau of Chem-
istry, which in 1927 changed its name to
the Food, Drug,and Insecticide Adminis-

tration. Its annual budget was little more
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than a million dollars,a pittance even then.
‘Thevery idea that the federal government
should play a role in fighting the jake leg
was controversial.

In any case, the government had no
Centers for Disease Control from which:

to dispatch regiments of epidemiologists.
As jake leg whipped across the land,
plenty of theories circulated: that a batch
ofjake had been contaminated with lead,

arsenic, nicotine, creosote, or carbolic

acid; that an unscrupulous bootlegger had
used toxic wood alcoholor petroleum al-
cohol instead of grain alcohol; that the
jake-leggers suffered from “lathyrism,
whichresults from the eating of certain
species of beans”; that gatherers of wild
gingeron theisland of“Santo Domingo”
in “Central America” had accidentally
harvested a poisonous root called “der-
ringue.” Oneoldjakevictim in Elizabeth-
ton,Tennessee, told Morgan that, because

the biggest local employer at the time
of the outbreak was a German-owned
rayon factory, a lot of people thought
that the Germans were poisoning thejake

 

to soften up America for another war.
The only public-health watchdogwas

the federal Hygienic Laboratory, a mis-
erably underfunded outgrowth of the
Ellis Island clinic, which had been estab-
lished in 1887 to screen immigrants. It
was in the process of changing its name
to the grander National Institute of
Health, butit had a budgetofless than a
million dollars, and a staff of onlytwelve
doctors. One of them was a bespectacled
forty-two-year-old Russian immigrant
named Maurice Isadore Smith, who,like
Ephraim Goldfain, had come to the
United States as a child and worked his
waythrough medical school to become a
pharmacologist. In early 1930, he de-
cided that he needed to get his hands on
a sample of poisonedjake.

It wasn't easy. As word of the epi-
demic spread, storekeepers, fearful of
being prosecuted, removed jake from
their shelves. Consumers smashed their
bottles to keep familymembers from get-
ting poisoned. More than once, Smith’s

investigators had to recover bottles from

cesspools and outhousepits. They found
their first sample in Findlay, Ohio, and
rushed it back toWashington, where test-
ing on animals revealed something odd.
Thoughpoisonedjake killed rabbits and
paralyzed calves,it was relatively harm-
less to monkeys and dogs, animals com-
monlyusedtotestfor toxicity in humans.

Looming in the background of Smith's
investigation was the Treasury Depart-
ment’s Bureau of Prohibition, which had
jurisdiction over anyincident involving
alcohol and a budget roughlyninetimes
thatof either the F.D.LA.or the N.LH.
It also had badges and tommyguns.
Somehealth officials held the dry agents
in contemptas power-hungry, moralistic
cops.“It will do us no good to be identi-
fied with the Prohibition Unit,” one

E.D.1.A. official wrote his boss, reason-

ing that it would “hinder our workin the
future if manufacturers think we are
snoopersfor the Prohibition outfit.” But
the Prohibition Bureau had theresources
andlabsfor analyzing alcohol. Its chem-
ists quicklyidentified a surprising chem-
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ical in the suspect jake: tri-ortho-cresyl
phosphate, orTOCP, plasticizerformu-
lated to keep synthetic materials from be-
comingbrittle. Two companies madeit:
Eastman Kodakand the Celluloid Corpo-
ration ofNewark, NewJersey, which used
it for lacquers, resins, and rubber com-

pounds.TOCPwas notconsidered toxic.
Whywould anyoneadd plasticizer to

jake? The mostpersuasive theorywas put
forward by several investigators and
chemists. From the start of Prohibition,

the Treasury Departmenthad soughtto
tackle the problem of people getting too
much pleasure from patent-medicine
tippling by ordering that the solids in
fluid extracts be doubled. In the case of
jake,this transformed tastypale-orange
liqueur into a black syrupsobitter it
could be endured onlyif heavily diluted.

‘To enforce compliance, government
agents sometimespulledjake off shelves,
boiled off the alcohol, and weighed the
solids. Agents didn't thoroughly test the
solids, though, and this provided an op-
portunity for the clever chemists of a

multimillion-dollar industry devoted to
subverting Prohibition. Bootleggers were
already stripping methyl alcohol out of
denatured “industrial” alcohol to make it
drinkable and distilling potable hooch
from aftershaves and perfumes. What
they neededwas away to boost thesolids
injake enoughtosatisfy theT-menwith-
out spoiling thetaste.

Theytried molasses and various herbs,
butwhatworked best, at least until 1930,

was castor oil. It had a higher boiling
point than alcohol and so stayed behind,
to be weighed with the ginger, when the
alcohol was gone. Its drawback was its
tendencyto rise to the top ofabottle,tip-
ping off the buyer that something other
than ginger and alcohollurked inside.
TheplasticizerTOCPsolved that.

After testing Smith’s samples, Prohi-
bition Bureau chemists describedTOCP
in a letter to the Food, Drug, and Insecti-
cide Administrationas “a tasteless, odor-

less substance,viscous in character, soluble
in alcohol, insoluble in water”which “be-
haves very much like oleoresin of gin-

 

ger.” It was cheap, perhaps even cheaper
than castoroil, and certainly cheaper than
ginger. Andthe textbooks said it was safe.
As Smith had seen, evenif the bootleg-
gers had scrupulously tried TOCP on
dogs and monkeys—the mostexpensive
and human-like oftest animals—itwould
have seemed harmless. “Only a chemist
of someability could have thought of
[usingTOCP],” Smith wrote in the Oc-
tober, 1930, issue of the journal Public
Health Reports. “And hadthere been any-
thing known about the pharmacologic
action of this substance and the possible
dire consequences, it is probable that it
would never have been used andthe dis-
asterwould never have happened.”

Somenewspaper editorials blamed the
epidemic on Prohibition’s arcane rules—a
view that was expressed more eloquently
when the Mississippi Sheiks, a black
string band, recorded “Jake Leg Blues,”in
Juneof 1930. “You thoughtthelivelyman
would die when you made the country
dry,whenyou madeit so that he could not
get not another dropof rye,” the Sheiks
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sang. “Well, I know thatyou will feel bad
whenyouseewhathehas had. . . He’s got
those jake limber-leg blues.”

he poisonedjake samples eventually
led investigators to Harry Gross and

Max Reisman, two Boston brothers-in-

law who had undertaken various shady
ventures together during the nineteen-
twenties.They traded a big country house
back andforth, and Reisman ranitbriefly
as a resort called Breezy Meadows. They
dabbled in penny-ante foodjobbing, han-
dling canned goods, jams, and extracts.
But they never used the same business
name for very long, and constantly re-
arranged ownershipoftheir enterprises in
a complicated shell game, no doubt to
conceal their dealings at the fringes of the
illegal-liquor business. Gross wangled a
valuable Prohibition Bureau permit in
1921to handle various types of alcohol,
but the Bureau revoked it twoyears later.
Reisman was indicted at one point for
shipping five gallons of pear extract to an
Indian reservation, in violation of a fed-
eral law banning alcoholon reservations.
By 1926,the Prohibition Bureau had the
brothers-in-law peggedas likely bootleg-
gers. A surveillance memofrom the jake
investigation describes “several well-
dressed men of the bootleggertype. . .
loafing about”their office, and onecan al-

most see the fedoras andspats.
In 1927, police found still on the

groundsofthe country house. Somehow,
though, no one was arrested. In 1928,

Gross and Reismanrented the third and
fourth floors of a building at 65 Fulton
Street in Boston, renamed themselves
HubProducts,installed Goldie Sprinsky, a
sister-in-law, as their secretary, and threw
themselves into full-time production of
Jamaica gingerextract. They shipped the
jake around the country in big barrels,
which theyfilled at night and labelled
“liquid medicinein bulk.” The brothers-
in-law apparently cut corners from the
start; now and then, customers would
complain thatthejake they received from
Hub didn’t conform to U.S.P. standards,

and Gross wouldtype firm,businesslike
answers defending his product.

Like a lot of good bootleggers, Gross
and Reisman were shade-tree chemists,

and in the summer of 1929 they decided
to supplement the castoroil in their jake
with something cheaper andbetter. They
ordered barrels of dibutyl phthalate, a plas-
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ticizer likeTOCP, and three solvents:fusel

oil, butyl Carbitol, and Cellosolve. Allwere

clear, oily liquids with high boiling points.
But the brothers-in-law wiselyrejectedall
three; they're lethal. Instead, they asked
one of their chemical suppliers, Martin
Swanson,for some ethyleneglycol, another
odorless, oily chemical that was common
in antifreeze and nontoxic to most people.
Alas, the ethylene glycol boiled off too
quickly. A few days later, Gross called
Swansonandasked him to find something
less volatile. Swanson was puzzled; volatil-
ity was not an issue whenethylene glycol
was used as intended. Swanson sent Gross
some diethylene glycol, which is similar
but has a higher boiling point. That didn’t
please Gross, either. “Well, I don’t know
whatonearthyou are doingwith this stuff
and how you are handling it,” Swanson

told Gross. Apparently, Gross was mim-
icking the boilingtrial that federal agents
would use if they tested his jake, and was
finding that diethylene glycol evaporated
with the alcoholinstead of stayingbehind
with the ginger. That was lucky for jake
hounds everywhere:it was as deadly as the
other chemicals. Swanson told Gross that
the only thing he had that was less volatile
was Lindol, the Celluloid Corporation's

—DavidFerry

trade namefortri-ortho-cresyl phosphate.
Gross and Reisman twice asked Swan-

son if Lindol was toxic, and asked him to
write Celluloid to make sure. On Janu-
ary 18, 1930, Swanson received confir-
mation from Celluloid that Lindol was
harmless, and he told Gross. Hub bought
a hundred andthirty-five gallons ofit,
enough to adulterate six hundred and
forty thousand bottles of jake. Gross
wouldload each shipmentontotheele-
vator, take it alone to the fourth floor,
and send down the empty barrels.

Somebody working for Gross and
Reisman may have had second thoughts.
On March 1st, a man identifying him-
self as an employee of the Dolan Drug
Company, which was a shell operated by
Gross and Reisman, called the ware-

house that was storing the jake andsaid,
“Those sixteen drums of ginger which
you havestored in my nameare poison.I
don't want them.” If an employee was
having pangs of conscience, Gross and
Reisman were not. On March 15th and
19th—more than a weekafter the first
stories about the jake epidemic hit the
papers and two weeks afterthe call from
the Dolan Drug Company—Gross and
Reisman shipped twolastbarrels ofjake.
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The FD.LA. and Prohibition cops found
plenty of distributors who could finger
Hubas thesource of their bad jake. In
December, Gross and Reisman were in-

dicted by a federal grandjury.
Because Gross and Reisman had para-

lyzed tens of thousands of people, every-
body involved in the prosecution wanted
to hit them with Prohibition charges,
which carried jail time, instead of merely
the administrative fines that would likely
be levied by the FD.LA. Butpatent med-
icines came under the jurisdiction of the
Prohibition Bureauonly if theywere used
as “beverages”rather than as medicine,

a legal distinction almost impossible to
prove, especiallysincejake labels often car-
ried a warning: “This preparation must not
be used for beverage purposes under pen-
alty oflaw.” Gross and Reisman eventually
pleadedguilty to violating the Prohibition
laws as well as the Pure Food and Drug
Act.Thehitch was that theyinsisted they
were only middlemen.If the judge went
easy on them and put them on probation,
theywould turn over the much more im-
portantcriminal. Thejudge complied.

In reality, Gross and Reisman were
the ones who notonly had made thejake
but had ignoredearly news reports indi-
cating that their product was responsi-
ble for the outbreak of paralysis. They
also neglected to mention, during plea
bargaining, the two barrels shipped in
March. Whenthose showed up in Los
Angeles the followingyear and paralyzed
another two hundred people, the judge
revoked Gross’s probation. In April,
1932, he began serving a two-year prison
sentence. Reisman neverdid time.

few peopletried to sue the distrib-
utors who sold them thebadjake,

but nobody went after the one entity
with deep pockets: the Celluloid Cor-
poration. In Mayof 1931, some Okla-

homansorganized the United Victims of
Jamaica GingerParalysis, whichclaimed
to speak for thirty-five thousandstricken
people across the country. Unfortunately,
the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure,
which effectively enabled class-action
lawsuits, were seven years in the future,

and product-liability law was in its in-
fancy. “To have brought such suits would
have been almost unthinkable,” according
to Andrew Popper, a torts professorat
theWashington College ofLawatAmer-
ican University. “They'd have thrown you

in bad-lawyerjail.” All the victims could _
do,really, was petition government offi-

cials forrelief. There wasn't much hope. |
WhenUnited Victims first formed, Ok-

lahoma’s governor, William (Alfalfa Bill)
Murray, declared, “There are three kinds

of people I haven't much use for. Oneis
the man with ‘jakeitis,’ anotheris the in-
vestor on the stock exchange, and the
other I won't mention.”Thevictimsper-
sisted anyway. “I have awife and twochil-
dren dependenton me,andwe have been
kicked and cuffed about without any
homejust verylittle to eat ever since I got
crippled,” a thirty-year-old man named
Joe Gordon wroteto his senatorin a spi-
dery hand from Hot Springs, Arkansas,
in 1933. “And I'll tell the world Life looks
almost hopeless for me and mylittle fam-
ily, and God knows we have struggled so |
hard to Livesince this awfull injustice.”
Congress was lobbied for years, butit

neverpasseda bill for victimsrelief.
“The jake-leg story is almost com-

pletely aboutclass,” John Morgan says.
“If someone had poisoned the Cana-
dian source of bonded Scotch, something

would have been done. But these menwere
mostly migrants. They came to thecity,
leaving their women,to get work. They
were seen as poor, sloppy drunks.” And so
thejake-leg tragedydropped down the na-
tional amnesia hole. With its unwelcome
implications about Prohibition and pov-
erty, anditsfalling thirty years before the
era ofclass-action lawsuits, the epidemic
would have probably remained forgotten
butfor the efforts of the Allen Brothers,
Ishmon Bracey, Tommy Johnson, the
Mississippi Sheiks, Willie Lofton, and
Daddy Stovepipe and Mississippi Sarah.

Even Ephraim Goldfain,thefirst doc-

torto treat theillness,tooklittle apparent
pridein his role. He went on to make a |
namefor himself locally, pioneering the _
use of gold in arthritis therapy. He was _
also celebrated in Oklahomafor a rheu- |
matism serum he mixed himself, hand-
blowingtheglass vials that held the doses
andfashioning,instead of the usual tear-
drop top, whimsical animal-head stop-
pers. With his granddaughter Suellen in |
the passengerseat, he would drive among
the tiny farm communities surrounding
OklahomaCity, injecting his patients.
Hedied in 1983. Suellen Singerstill en-
joys telling family stories about him,but
she says she knows nothing about the
jake leg. He never mentioned it.
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