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P ubs can be traced back 
to Roman Britain, where 
inns (tabernae) could be 
found along the network 
of Roman roads. After 

the Romans left Britain, the 
inns and alehouses remained. 
By the Middle Ages, there were 
thousands of them across the 
country. Travellers could stop at 
these establishments for food and 
lodging, leaving their horses to 
rest in the stables. 

The pub as we know it today 
originated in the 18th century. 
During this period, Britain was  

in the throes of the ‘Gin Craze’. 
The spirit was introduced to 
Britain by none other than 
William of Orange. When the 
Dutchman became the king of 
England in 1689, he introduced 
legislation that encouraged gin 
production. This was largely an 
effort to compete with French 
brandy at a time of political 
tension between Britain and 
France. The king’s efforts led to 
what has been called Britain’s first 
binge-drinking crisis. The cheaply 
made spirit was consumed by all 
classes, but its price meant that 

ANCESTORS AT WORK

Public Houses
Pubs have been at the centre of British life for 
thousands of years – and could well have employed 
some of your ancestors, says Anna Maria Barry

Generations of people 
have made a living 
behind the barG
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it became especially popular 
among the poor. This led to an 
epidemic of public drunkenness 
– in London in particular. This 
was famously satirised by artist 
William Hogarth in his 1751 
print Gin Lane, which depicted 
the depravity and despair of the 
city’s gin drinkers. The gin shop 
in Hogarth’s image boasts a sign 
that reads: “Drunk for a penny, 
dead drunk for twopence, clean 
straw for nothing.” By 1730 there 
were an estimated 7,000 gin shops 
in London alone, accounting 
for the majority of drinking 
establishments in the capital. 

Go Visit
Learn more about the social 
history of brewing

especially as it was often safer to 
drink than water. For just two 
guineas, anyone who paid rates 
could apply for a licence to brew 
and sell beer in their own home. 
Hundreds of new beerhouses 
and pubs sprung up across the 
country, particularly in expanding 
industrial cities. 

From the late 18th century, 
breweries started to buy pubs 
at which they could sell their 
beer. These were then rented 
by landlords, who ran them on 
behalf of the breweries. Pubs that 
were not owned by a brewery 
were called ‘free houses’.

man, although some women did 
run pubs too – particularly after 
the death of publican husbands. 
Barmen worked serving drinks, 
just as they do today. In more 
respectable middle-class venues 
barmaids could also be found, 
who unsurprisingly earned less 
than their male counterparts. 

1189
The year Ye Olde 
Trip to Jerusalem 
in Nottingham, 
still an active 

pub today, 
claims it opened.

10
Litres per year 

– the amount of 
gin the average 
Briton drank 

during the ‘Gin 
Craze’ of the 
18th century.

17%
Fall in the 
number of  

pubs in the UK 
since 2000.

5
Stops on 

the London 
Underground are 
named after local 

pubs: Angel, 
Elephant and 
Castle, Manor 
House, Royal 
Oak and Swiss 

Cottage.

 ‘Snugs were used by  
 those who did not want to  
 be seen drinking in public’ 

Gin palaces were  
a prominent part of 
everyday life in the 
19th century. This 
illustration featured 
in Charles Dickens’s 
Hard Times

NATIONAL BREWERY 
CENTRE 
a  Horninglow Street, Burton 

upon Trent DE14 1NG
t 01283 532880
w nationalbrewerycentre.co.uk

Find out about the traditional 
brewing process, and sample 
some local ale at the on-site 
microbrewery. The centre also 
has an archive including ledgers, 
books, photos, and film from the 
breweries that were based here.

By the mid-18th century the 
Government had taken control 
of this public health crisis, 
introducing legislation that 
controlled the taxation and 
licensing of gin sellers. The drink 
remained popular, however, 
although it was increasingly 
consumed in larger licensed 
establishments rather than the 
smaller gin shops of 
previous decades. 
In the early 
19th century, 
‘gin palaces’ 
started to pop 
up. These 
grand, well-lit 
establishments 
served 
the spirit 
alongside beer 
and wine, and 
can therefore 
be seen as 
forerunners 
to the modern 
public house. 

In 1830 the 
Beerhouse Act was 
passed, loosening regulations 
around the production and sale 
of beer. It was believed that beer 
was a more wholesome (or even 
healthy) alternative to gin, so its 
consumption was encouraged – 

During the First World 
War, hundreds of pubs were 
nationalised. Named after the city 
in which the initiative started, 
the Carlisle Experiment saw the 
Government take over pubs in an 
attempt to control drunkenness 
among the men who flocked to 
cities to support war work. These 
establishments were respectable 

and clean, 
serving food 

and offering 
wholesome 
entertainment. 
Not only did 
this endeavour 
raise a healthy 
profit for the 
Government – 
it also helped 
pioneer a new 
type of pub 
in post-war 
Britain that 
offered decent 
food and 
respectable 

recreation. 

Bar Staff
Many types of people worked in 
pubs. The publican, often referred 
to as a ‘licensed victualler’, was 
the person who was licensed to 
run a pub. This was typically a G
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PUBLIC HOUSES
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BOOKS

Britain’s Best Real Heritage Pubs 
(Second Edition)
by Geoff Brandwood
CAMRA, 2016
Following 25 years of research, 
Brandwood provides the 
definitive listing of pubs that are 
either unaltered in 70 years or 
have features of national and 
historic importance.

Researching Brewery and Family 
Ancestors (Second Edition)
by Simon Fowler
The Family History Partnership, 
2009
The author offers a useful guide 
for family historians including 
the history of pubs.

WEBSITE

THE PUB HISTORY SOCIETY
w  pubhistorysociety.co.uk/

research.html
The society is dedicated to 
promoting the heritage of 
Britain’s pubs and the people 
who worked in them, and offers 
a free PDF guide to tracing 
ancestors in the industry.

Resources
Take your research further

Cellar men were employed to take 
care of the beer cellars, while pot 
boys collected and washed glasses. 
Pubs, like many other businesses, 
were frequently family affairs. 
Sons (and sometimes daughters) 
worked for their parents, while 
publicans often had fathers, 
brothers and cousins in the trade.

Pubs tended to be frequented by 
the middle and working classes. 
Aristocratic men patronised elite 
private members’ clubs instead, 
and public houses were not 
deemed suitable for upper-class 
ladies. In Victorian Britain, many 

pubs boasted ‘snugs’ – private 
areas where more affluent 
individuals could pay to be seated 
away from the riff-raff. These 
areas were also used by those  
who did not wish to be seen 
drinking in public.

Live Entertainment
It is not only alcohol that has 
attracted people to public houses 
over the centuries. They have also 
served as venues for all sorts of 
entertainments. During the 18th 
and 19th centuries, they often 
hosted important meetings and 
events – for example, coroner’s 
inquests typically took place at 
a local pub. In Georgian Britain, 
boxing matches were often held 
at pubs. Certain venues became 
synonymous with ‘pugilism’, as 
the sport was then called – the 
Lamb and Flag in Covent Garden 
was dubbed the ‘Bucket of Blood’, 
so violent were its matches. Just 
as bloodthirsty was rat-baiting, 
in which spectators bet on how 
many rats a dog could kill in a 
given time. At more salubrious 
venues, card games such as 
cribbage were played. Skittles 
was also popular – some 19th-
century skittle alleys survive in 
pubs today. In Victorian Britain, 
music hall entertained countless 
members of the working class. 
This irreverent and raucous form 
of musical theatre was often 
performed in public houses, some 
of which even had theatres built 
specifically for the purpose. 

In recent years, many have 
lamented the demise of the 
British pub. But, although a great 
number of public houses are 

How To Find Your Publican Ancestors
A wide variety of sources can help you research your relatives in the pub trade

This profession is often indicated in census 
records, typically alongside the name of the 
pub that the person worked at. The 1828 
Alehouse Act introduced a new system for 
granting licences for people who wished to 
sell alcohol. Records of these licences can be 
found in quarter and petty sessions records, 
held at local record offices. Look out for 
information regarding ‘licensed victuallers’ – 
the term for those licensed to sell alcohol.

Newspaper databases contain a wealth of 
information about pubs, including british 
newspaperarchive.co.uk. Searching for the 
name of a pub can bring up a wide range 
of stories, from reports of special events to 
accounts of crimes and community meetings. 
Newspaper reports can therefore provide a 
vivid insight into the social history of not only 
the pub your ancestor worked at but also the 
neighbourhood it served.

Hogarth’s Gin Lane 
print portrays the 
havoc of widespread 
public drunkenness
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ANNA MARIA BARRY is 
a writer, researcher and cultural 
historian: annamariabarry.com

closing every year, gin and craft 
beer have both been enjoying a 
surge in popularity. There are 
currently 2,000 breweries in the 
UK – the most since the 1930s. 
It is clear that our drinking 
habits continue to evolve, but the 
importance of the pub shows no 
sign of diminishing. As Samuel 
Pepys purportedly claimed, the 
pub is the heart of England. From 
country pubs and gin palaces, to 
railway taverns and beerhouses, it 
is clear that pubs have long been 
an important part of British life. 
Long may they remain so. 


