
 

ADVANCE SHEET – March 14, 2025

      President's Letter

The notion that “a page of history is worth a volume of logic” has something to be said
for it.  G. K. Chesterton once observed that ‘it is unwise to try to reform something
without first learning how it came to be what it is.’  These observations are called forth
by legislative proposals, endorsed by Governor Moore, to supplant local authority by a
state-wide law allowing beer and wine sales in chain and other grocery stores.

Governor Moore has a tendency to march with the big battalions and is no champion of
particularism.  It will be recalled that he began his administration with a $1 million cut
to the tiny  BOOST program aiding textbook purchases by the private schools utilized
by nearly 10% of Marylanders, while endorsing an unfunded plan for billions of new
money for public schools. If he has reservations about current efforts to extirpate
Carroll County’s distinctive approach to sex education in elementary schools, he has
not expressed them.  In the alcoholic beverage context, the usual cries about
‘balkanization’ are raised, and it is pointed out that Maryland’s policy restricting most
beer and wine sales to specialty liquor stores is followed in only 4 or 5 other states.

Maryland’s history on this subject, however, is an instructive one.  Maryland’s
Governor Albert Ritchie, who served from 1916 to 1935, was the nation’s leading
opponent of alcohol prohibition, and under his rule Maryland for a time was the only
state refusing to allow its law enforcement authorities to be conscripted for its
enforcement.  As a recent excellent history (Sean Beienburg, Prohibition, The
Constitution and States’ Rights  (2024)) notes, Governor Ritchie, a  foe of lynching
whose positions on race relations were enlightened for his time, had a passion for
states’ rights that was far more consistent than that of Southern Dixiecrats, who were
far more hungry than he for federal appropriations.  His position on prohibition earned
him a hero’s welcome at the 1932 Democratic convention, at which he was offered the
Vice Presidency by Franklin Roosevelt, which he unwisely refused.  The book above
referred to notes that the rhetoric of Justice Scalia in Printz v. United States, 521 U.S.
898 (1997) the leading case advancing the so-called anti-commandeering doctrine now
being invoked by so-called ‘sanctuary cities’ in the context of immigration law owes
much to Ritchie.  When prohibition was repealed, Ritchie was a champion of localism,
which informs Maryland’s alcoholic beverage laws; prohibition’s lesson, for Ritchie,
was that laws not rooted in local opinion must fail.  Maryland’s current alcoholic
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beverage laws derive in large part from his address to the General Assembly after the
repeal of prohibition in 1933. They require (as in most states) a three-level system of
distribution as a check on loss-leading with its possible contribution to intemperance,
but otherwise leave much to local discretion.  Baltimore City restricts Sunday sales;
Montgomery County presides over a county-owned liquor monopoly.  Elsewhere, the
general thrust is toward preservation of small family-owned liquor stores.  The survival
of small-scale retailing in the United States is otherwise rare.  Two entities, Amazon
and Wal-Mart account for 40% of wholesale and retail employment in the United
States.  Amazon accounts for 80% of bookselling and on occasion has suppressed titles
of which it disapproves; three drug chains, which did not cover themselves with glory
in the opioid crisis, account for nearly all pharmacy sales. 

Our liquor laws are an insulated survival of the politics of the 1930s which protected
retailers through the fair trade laws, the Robinson-Patman Act and chain store taxation,
programs generally undone by activist courts, not by legislative action.  A dissenting
opinion of Justice Brandeis in Liggett Company v. Lee. 288 U.S.517 (1933) invoked
the values sought to be protected, lamenting “making independent tradesmen into
clerks, suppressing the resources, the vigor and the hope of the smaller cities and
towns... it is only through the participation by the many in the responsibilities and
determinations of business can Americans secure the moral and intellectual
development essential to the maintenance of liberty”.  I do not claim that Brandeis’
preferences, or mine, are shared by our Board or our readers in an age in which left-
wing egalitarian ideologies and right-wing theories of ‘consumer welfare’ hold sway,
but I do think all will benefit from Marion Elizabeth Rodgers’ speech at the Bar
Library on Mencken and Ritchie and in Ritchie’s speech to the General Assembly in
1933.

George W. Liebmann

 

 



 

The Address that follows  is from Prohibition In Maryland: A Collection Of
Documents, edited by the Bar Library's President Mr. George W. Liebmann and
published by the Calvert Institute for Policy Research (Baltimore).  It is available for
purchase from the Bar Library for $15.  It was delivered on the occasion of Ms. Marion
Rodgers'  first of six presentations here at the Library



 























 



















 



What Do You Miss?

      With the appearance here at the Library this week of long time Baltimore Sun
columnist Dan Rodricks, who retired this year, I realized that what I missed was the
newspaper, in particular The Sun.  I miss it, but obviously not enough to do anything
about it such as enter a subscription or buy a copy of it from, I would say a newsstand,
but they don't exist anymore, or from a box, but they're not around anymore either, and
if they were it would cost you the better part of a roll of quarters to do so.  
      
      Of course if you are brave enough to face the logistice of home delivery, and I am
not sure how that works anymore in an age of dwindling readership, you will see what
looks like an advertising circular on your lawn disguised as a newspaper.  Talk about
shrinkflation.   

      The real reason for the death of the newspaper in my life is the same reason I
suppose for the death of it in so many of yours: it is full of "news" that you are most
likely already aware of.  Years ago, during one of those Orioles seaesons of futility, I
had told an older friend of mine that I was done watching until they traded one or both
of their remaining stars for prospects.  When they finally did, and I read about the trade
that had just taken place on MLB.com, I called my friend.  His response was that he
hadn’t read anything about it in the paper that morning.   So, in the end it is not a
subscription that I need to restore the role of the newspaper to my life, it is in fact a
time machine.

      Now, some of you are undoubtedly thinking that Bennett has opened himself up
this time.  If you want to talk about something antiquated, how about a law library? 
Well, you’re right – if you are planning to dedicate the amount of time and effort to
your research as you do to reading a newspaper.  Otherwise, for depth and
completeness it is necessary to use a resource that has what you need to do the job you
need to do.  The late Judge Lawrence Rodowsky used to say that the law goes back
further than your computer.  That is still the case.  Additionally, what people have
personal access to in their offices does not cover all that there is.  So, in that everyone
wants an advantage, for length and depth of coverage, how about utilizing the Bar
Library as that advantage?  I am pretty certain in the end your client will be glad you
did.

      I look forward to seeing you soon.

    Joe Bennett  

 



A Few Good Men
Please join us on Friday, March 21, 2025 at 5:30 P.M when the Bar Library film series
presents A Few Good Men.

A Few Good Men  involves a military lawyer tasked with defending two United States
Marines charged with murdering a fellow Marine.  The defense: they were only
following their base commander's orders.  The film stars Tom Cruise, Jack Nicholson
and Demi Moore and was directed by Rob Reiner.

The film received four Academy Award Nominations including for Best Picture and
Best Supporting Actor (Nicholson).  Also included in the cast are Kevin Bacon; Kiefer
Sutherland; Cuba Gooding, Jr. and Kevin Pollak.

Peter Travers of Rolling Stone said, "That the performances are uniformly outstanding
is a tribute to Rob Reiner (Misery), who directs with masterly assurance, fusing
suspense and character to create a movie that literally vibrates with energy."  Richard
Schickel in Time called it "an extraordinarily well-made movie, which wastes no words
or images in telling a conventional but compelling story."  Todd McCarthy in Variety
magazine predicted, "The same histrionic fireworks that gripped theater audiences will
prove even more compelling to filmgoers due to the star power and dramatic screw-
tightening."  Roger Ebert was less enthusiastic in the Chicago Sun-Times, giving it
two-and-a-half out of four stars and finding its major flaw was revealing the courtroom
strategy to the audience before the climactic scene between Cruise and Nicholson.
Ebert wrote, "In many ways this is a good film, with the potential to be even better
than that. The flaws are mostly at the screenplay level; the film doesn't make us work,
doesn't allow us to figure out things for ourselves, is afraid we'll miss things if they're
not spelled out." 

WHEN:  Friday, March 21, 2025  -  5:30 P.M

WHERE:  The Clarence M. Mitchell, Jr. Courthouse (100 North Calvert Street)           
Main Reading Room of the Baltimore Bar Library (Room 618)
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COST:  Free – Soft Drinks & Snacks will be served.

RESERVATIONS:  May be made at the Library, by telephone or e-mail.  In order to
keep track of attendance, reservations are required.  For more information telephone
410-727-0280 or e-mail us at jwbennett@barlib.org.
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