
Taverns And Drinking In Early America - A
Look Back at the Social Hub of the Colonies
Taverns played a vital role in the early American colonies. They were more than
just places to drink; they were social hubs where people gathered to discuss
politics, trade, and community matters. In this article, we will explore the history of
taverns and drinking in early America, shedding light on how these
establishments shaped the culture and helped form the identity of the colonies.

The Birth of Taverns in America

Taverns first emerged in the American colonies during the 17th century, following
the arrival of the first European settlers. These settlers brought with them a
tradition of communal gathering and drinking, which quickly found its place in the
new world.

Taverns were initially established to cater to the needs of travelers and traders
passing through the colonies. They served as resting places, offering food,
drinks, and accommodation to weary travelers. As the colonies grew, taverns also
became important meeting places for locals.
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The Role of Taverns in Colonial Society

Taverns served as important social centers, where people from different walks of
life could come together. They offered a sense of community and provided a
space for discussions and debates, which played a crucial role in shaping the
political landscape of early America.

These establishments also functioned as informal courts, where legal matters
were often settled. Tavern owners, or innkeepers, acted as justices of the peace,
helping resolve disputes among patrons. In this way, taverns became legal and
political hubs, influencing the local justice system.

Furthermore, taverns became central to the cultural and entertainment scene of
the colonies. They hosted live performances, musical acts, and served as venues
for celebrations and festivities. Taverns were often built near important landmarks
or intersections, making them easily accessible and high-traffic areas in the
community.

The Drinking Culture in Early America

Drinking was an integral part of colonial life. In fact, water was often considered
unsafe due to contamination, making beer and cider the go-to beverages for both
adults and children. Taverns played a significant role in the production and
distribution of these alcoholic beverages.

The owners of taverns either brewed their own beer or had it supplied by local
breweries. This allowed them to control the quality and quantity of drinks served.
In addition to beer, taverns also offered spirits such as rum, whiskey, and brandy.
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These drinks were enjoyed by both men and women, with some taverns even
having separate rooms for women to socialize and drink.

As drinking customs evolved, taverns became meeting places for secret societies
like the Sons of Liberty, who used these establishments as a platform to organize
protests against British rule. The significance of taverns in early America cannot
be overstated as they acted as catalysts for political and social movements.

The Decline of Taverns

Despite their importance in the early colonies, taverns faced challenges in the
19th century. Religious groups, such as the temperance movement, allied with
the rising industrial working class to advocate for the reduction or abolition of
alcohol consumption. These social movements marked the beginning of the
decline of the tavern culture in America.

Moreover, the rise of railways and improvements in transportation meant that
travelers and traders no longer needed to rely on taverns as resting places. This
led to a decrease in the number of taverns and a shift in their purpose, focusing
more on alcohol consumption rather than accommodation and social gathering.

A Legacy That Lives On

Although the traditional tavern culture in early America has all but disappeared, its
legacy can still be seen in modern-day bars and social establishments. The
significance of taverns in shaping the political, social, and cultural landscape of
the colonies cannot be understated. They were more than just places to drink;
they were hubs of community and discussion, helping to forge the spirit of early
America.



So the next time you step into a bar, take a moment to appreciate its history and
the role it played in the formation of the United States. Remember the taverns
and drinking culture of early America and the impact they had on our society as
we know it today.
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A look into the role of public houses, taverns, alcohol consumption in colonial
American society.

Sharon V. Salinger's Taverns and Drinking in Early America supplies the first
study of public houses and drinking throughout the mainland British colonies. At a
time when drinking water supposedly endangered one’s health, colonists of every
rank, age, race, and gender drank often and in quantity, and so taverns became
arenas for political debate, business transactions, and small-town gossip
sessions. Salinger explores the similarities and differences in the roles of drinking
and tavern sociability in small towns, cities, and the countryside; in Anglican,
Quaker, and Puritan communities; and in four geographic regions. Challenging
the prevailing view that taverns tended to break down class and gender
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differences, Salinger persuasively argues they did not signal social change so
much as buttress custom and encourage exclusion.

Praise for Taverns and Drinking in Early America

“The most comprehensive survey to date of this curiously underinvestigated
aspect of early American social life . . . [Contains] a wealth of illustrative and
amusing anecdotes . . . Well researched and informative.” —Simon Middleton,
William and Mary Quarterly

“Offers a fresh perspective on one of the colonial period's most important social
institutions and the drinking behavior that was central to it . . . Salinger’s work is
compelling throughout . . . A significant and satisfying book.” —Mark Edward
Lender, American Historical Review

“A richly detailed study that helps us understand popular and genteel culture in
early America, the place of drink in everyday life, and the relationship between
law and perceptions of disorderly behavior.” —Paul G. E. Clemens, Journal of
American History
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