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American Alcohol Consumption
The Alcoholic Republic, 1800-1855

Americans steadily drank more and more whiskey during the early 1800s as supply increased and price tumbled. The annual per capita consumption of distilled spirits in 1830 was five gallons--nearly five times the amount people consume today. Like rum, whiskey was legal tender. People bartered with whiskey, paid their taxes with whiskey, and on some occasions, paid their ministers' salaries with whiskey. It was also a dietary staple because the supply of other beverages was unreliable and water sometimes carried disease.

Liquor and socializing were closely entwined. Taverns and inns served as important community centers. They sheltered and fed travelers and often served as the local trading post, post office, auction house, courtroom, polling place, recruiting and militia office, stage coach depot, and liquor retailer. As community gathering spots, they encouraged patrons to drink and smoke--often and in great quantities.

As whiskey consumption accelerated, drunkenness increased so markedly that it caused widespread community complaint and commentary. Family violence also became a more visible fact of life. Accounts of inebriate mothers neglecting their children spread, but these stories were outnumbered by incidents of wife and child beating.

These social ills coupled with rising incidents of alcohol-related illnesses alarmed many Americans, giving rise to a temperance movement between 1820 and 1850. The cries for temperance (moderate use of alcohol) and for complete abstinence swept across the United States with a wave of religious revivals. Secular societies also organized, including the Washingtonians, a support group similar to today's Alcoholics Anonymous. As a result of the temperance movement, drinking rates sharply dropped from five gallons per capita in 1830 to less than two gallons in 1840.
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The temperance pledge came in many forms. It was always a promise to be temperate in drinking, but sometimes alcoholic beverages were allowed for medicinal purposes or on special days such as [image: image7.png]


the 4th of July (a popular drinking holiday). There was even a special women’s pledge promising not to use alcohol in cooking. People signed individual and group pledges swearing never to drink again, but it is clear that the pledge was sometimes made fairly casually – especially by politicians hoping to win dry votes. Personal pledges might be hung on the wall as a sign of pride or as a reminder to keep the promise.

American Temperance Union Pledge 

We whose names are hereunto annexed, believing that the use of intoxicating liquor, as a beverage, is not only needless, but hurtful to the social, civil, and religious interests of men: that it tends to form intemperate appetites and habits, and that while it is continued, the evils of intemperance can never be done away: do therefore agree that we will not use it or traffic in it: that we will not provide it as an article of entertainment or for persons in our employment: and that in all suitable ways, we will discountenance the use of it throughout the community.

  

Philadelphia Female Total Abstinence Society Pledge 

Believing that the use of all intoxicating liquors both as a beverage, and when mingled with food is injurious to the body and the mind, and that the great prevalence of Intemperance in our Country calls upon mothers and daughters to renounce the use of whatever maintains the evil, the Members of this Society do agree entirely to abstain from all intoxicating liquors as a beverage, and also not to use them unnecessarily in domestic cookery, or traffic in them, and that in all suitable ways they will discountenance their use in the community.

  

Pennsylvania Catholic Total Abstinence Society Pledge 

I promise to abstain from ALL intoxicating drinks, except used medicinally and by order of a medical man, and to discountenance the cause and practice of intemperance.

  

Pledge for Children 

I do hereby pledge myself to abstain entirely and forever from the use of all intoxicating liquor as a drink.

  

Pledge of the Pennsylvania Society for Discouraging the Use of Ardent Spirits 

The subscribers, duly impressed with a sense of the numerous physical and moral evils arising from intemperance, do hereby mutually pledge themselves to abstain from the use of ardent spirits, except as a medicine prescribed by a competent physician; recognizing WATER, as the legitimate and most salutary drink for all men; and viewing drunkenness, whether resulting from the use of ardent spirits, fermented or vinous liquors, as equally reprehensible, and subjecting any signer of this pledge to expulsion from this Association. 
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 Detail from Apologies for Tippling. George Mouton Woodward, artist. Hand-colored engraving. William Charles, engraver. London: 1804.
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 When Philadelphian Dr. Benjamin Rush published his [image: image8.png]


"moral thermometer" in the late 18th century, he set the American temperance movement into motion. The thermometer was a visual depiction of the horrors that awaited drunkards, and it placed both moderate drinkers and abstainers on the moral high ground. The earliest printed works of the movement focused on alcohol’s bad influence on health, including the immediate effects of drunkenness (like vomiting and headache) and the perceived long-term effects of chronic drinking (like delirium tremens, spontaneous human combustion, madness, and death). When the movement blossomed in the early 1830s, medical arguments made up a powerful element in encouraging temperance, and many doctors belonged to temperance organizations.
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