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KANSAS CITY, Mo. —
Homeowners live in dread of the
contractor’s phone call involving
a “surprise.”

A nest of termites. A hidden
crack in a foundation wall.

Kansas City, Mo., resident
Anne Smith took one of those
calls recently from contractors
working on the Coleman High-
lands home she and her husband
had purchased as an investment.

The surprise?
A hidden room in the base-

ment. A tall steel vault door.
Inside, a collection of approxi-
mately 40 empty jugs and liquor
bottles, themselves awash in an
almost ankle-deep tide of close to
1,000 corks, glass caps and stop-
pers.

And a plank of wood from a
wooden crate reading “TJ Pender-
gast.”

At first glance, Smith said, the
discovery seemed a window into
Kansas City’s Prohibition past, a
small corner of the vast empire
ruled by Tom Pendergast, Kansas
City’s machine boss during the
1920s and 1930s.

The truth might be more com-
plicated, and the Smiths are curi-
ous.

“We are still trying to figure
this out,” she said.

Since the contractors made
their discovery last month in the
neighborhood near 31st Street
and Southwest Trafficway, the
Smiths’ response quickly has
evolved from “What?” to “How
historically significant?” to “Now
what?”

“We want to be respectful,”
Smith said. “But we’re not sure
what to do with all this.

“Local expert input is wel-
come.”

But first, some background.
From the time of Prohibition’s

enactment in 1920 through its
repeal in 1933, some in Kansas
City chose not to honor it.

Federal agents routinely raided
home distilleries or poured barrels
of confiscated spirits into the Mis-
souri River. One Kansas City fed-
eral judge, Merrill E. Otis, com-
menting on the long docket of
cases he had to hear involving
small speakeasies and home dis-
tillery operators, once explained
that he scheduled cases during
night court session “on the theory
that it is appropriate to try them
when the moon shines.”

The caps and corks found
around the bottles suggest imbib-
ing was done on-site.

But Bill Ouseley, a retired FBI
agent and author of “Open City:
True Story of the KC Crime Fam-
ily 1900-1950,” isn’t sure the
speakeasy scenario passes the
smell test.

“I don’t recall reading much
about speakeasies or joints being
run out of private residences,”
Ouseley said. “More likely the
vault was put in by an upscale
homeowner just for his own use,
or when throwing private par-
ties.”

Maybe. But that steel vault
door suggests someone who had a
budget.

Two contractors found the
vault behind a sheet of stucco on
a basement wall.

Rob Jones, a Pleasant Hill car-
penter, said he and a colleague
were taking down a bank of

wooden cabinets when they came
upon the stucco.

“I knew it couldn’t be part of
the foundation,” Jones said.

A tap on the wall yielded – just
like in the movies – a suspicious
hollow sound.

They took down the stucco and
there was the vault. There was a
first, larger room. Inside, the vault
door was off its hinges, leaning
against an interior wall. Then
there was a second, smaller,
room.

There they found the bottles,
and all those caps and corks.

Not long after they moved to
the Coleman Highlands district in
2010, Smith and her husband
began to hear unusual stories
about the neighborhood. “I’ve
heard various things about tun-
nels and Pendergast,” she said.

George Baggett, who has lived
the bulk of his life in Coleman
Highlands, wasn’t surprised.

“There’s a lot of hyperbole
about this neighborhood,” he
said.

The neighborhood was platted
on a bluff in 1907. The legend of
tunnels probably dates to the
years when areas just to the north-
west of the neighborhood were
being mined for limestone,
Baggett said. Some homeowners
complained the mining con-
tributed to cracks in their founda-
tion walls.

But the Pendergast connection
is genuine, Baggett said.

For years Tom Pendergast Jr.
lived in Coleman Highlands, just
three blocks from the home with
the vault.

Following his death in 1990
and that of his widow in 1996,
their home was listed for sale. A
long line of visitors arrived at the
residence’s open house, eager to
inspect its various curious fea-
tures. Those included an unusual-
ly high cyclone fence, a two-way
mirror in the back door, a closet
that appeared to have been used
for storing jewelry, and an auxil-
iary generator powered by a six-
cylinder Ford engine.

Baggett remembers the

younger Pendergast as a neighbor
who didn’t mind him and his
friends riding bicycles past his
home, but who clearly liked his
privacy.

“That’s easy to understand,” he
added.

The biggest find in the Smiths’
discovery of a hidden vault may
have been a single bottle bearing
the brand of the Pendergast
Wholesale Liquor Co.

Its label, largely torn off,
includes a “T” and a “J.”

Stash of empty bottles hints at Prohibition-era secrets
A HOME’S SURPRISE VAULT

Fred Blocher/Kansas City Star
Above: When remodeler Rob Jones recently was working in the basement of a house in the Coleman Highlands neighborhood of Kansas
City, Mo., he happened upon a secret stash of old bottles and jugs.
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Keystone arches meld harmoniously with Art Deco-style window
treatments to give the Tyndale an intriguing front facade.

This compact home is well-suited to the needs of families with
young children, or empty nesters wishing to downsize and still accom-
modate overnight guests. One of the bedrooms could also double as a
home office. All on one level, the open floor plan is easily adapted for
wheelchair accessibility.

Light spills into the foyer through the decorative glass that fills both
the arched transom and the door’s upper section. Entering, you step
into a foyer that opens into a comfortably large and open vaulted fam-
ily living area. Windows line the rear wall, and a fireplace stands ready
to provide a warm, colorful focal point when skies are dark.

A well-placed wall section puts the temporary clutter of food
preparation and cleanup out of visual range of the dining/living room.
At the same time, the kitchen is open to the sunny nook, with a view
of the patio and the landscape beyond. Potted plants, as well as fam-
ily and friends, will thrive in this bright, airy space. They’ll also enjoy
snacking and/or conversing with kitchen workers while perched on
stools at the raised eating bar that fronts the sink and peninsular
counter.

Laundry appliances are mere steps away, yet out of sight. Garage
access is equally close, convenient for unloading groceries in safety
and comfort.

Bedrooms cluster together on the left. Amenities in the Tyndale’s
owners’ suite include a deep walk-in closet and a private bathroom
with dual vanity, a spa or soaking tub, and a separate shower. The
other two bedrooms share the main bathroom.

— For more information, visit www.AssociatedDesigns.com.

The Foyer
Home, sweet home.

Tyndale offers an intriguing front facade

Paint on basement floor
needs repeat treatment
By ALAN HEAVENS
The Philadelphia Inquirer 

I received a letter from readers
about the failure of a paint they
had used on the concrete floor of
their basement.

Enclosed was a sample of
what was peeling from the floor.

Rather than quote from the let-
ter word for word, I’ll give you
the gist of what happened:

The couple had bought a
washer and dryer that had to go
into the basement. A year ago,
they went to Lowe’s looking for
concrete floor paint to pretty the
place up.

They told the salesperson what
they were doing, and he “highly
recommended” Valspar Porch
and Floor Paint. They painted the
floor and it “looked nice.”

The tub into which the washer
drains became blocked, and it
overflowed all over the floor.
They quickly mopped up the
water, which was on the floor no
more than a few hours.

“The paint had bubbles all
over the floor, which started peel-
ing off” everywhere, the couple
wrote.

They said they followed the
directions. It was not inexpensive
paint, was called “high perfor-
mance” on the label, and now
these senior citizens have to
clean up all the loose paint before
they can paint again.

They won’t, however, until I
can reassure them that it won’t
happen again.

Let me talk about my experi-
ence. My first rule is no matter
what product I use, I assume
there’s always a chance it will
not fully live up to the promise
on the container.

I live in southern New Jersey,
land of the high water table. I use
Behr’s 1-Part Epoxy Concrete &
Garage Floor Paint on my base-
ment floor, following all the
directions on surface preparation
and application.

I keep the can handy. Why?
Because sometimes the floor
underneath the paint is damp
from the rising water table, or
someone spills water on it, and
the surface bubbles.

I scrape the old paint off, pre-
pare the surface and repaint –
sometimes every six months.

I use it even though it clearly
says on the label it is not recom-
mended for surfaces subject to
hydrostatic pressure – in places
that are, I know I’ll have to pro-
vide more frequent maintenance.

It’s part of the home owner-
ship routine, as far as I’m con-
cerned.

Deborah Zimmer at Dow’s
Paint Quality Institute in Spring
House, Pa., said she and the insti-
tute staff agree “that water is a
big issue” and recommend using
an epoxy paint to reduce the
chance of product failure.

The underground water table
can especially be a big problem.
Of course, before painting, sur-
face prep must be complete,
Zimmer said.

Some websites I checked out
recommend sealing the floor
with an acrylic sealer. The next
step is top-coating with an
acrylic paint.

After an Internet search for
incidents similar to what the
readers reported, I came to a site
called www.epoxyandepoxy
flooring.com:

“Migrating moisture, as
opposed to simple standing water,
creates a more difficult problem.
The common sign of this kind of
failure is water-filled blisters.”

The site went on to say that
this typically occurred while the
paint was curing, and my readers
didn’t say how long after they
painted the accident occurred.

This excerpt from the website
gives the rationale behind my
regularly maintaining the base-
ment floor:

“Water in the concrete is a
major cause for premature epoxy
floor coating failures. Floors can
have dry areas and damp areas,
including some damp areas that
never dry out.”

What should the readers do?
Well, if the paint had performed
well until the accidental over-
flow, then I would scrape, care-
fully prep, and repaint. If unaf-
fected areas showed signs of sim-
ilar stress, I’d write to the manu-
facturer to see if compensation
was in order.

There’s no harm in trying,
especially if the directions on the
can were followed and the paint
was recommended by the retailer.


