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The Gin Craze 

History nugget  

At the beginning of the 18th century, the English were well known for their love of alcohol. One Swiss visitor 
wrote, “Would you believe it, though water is to be had in abundance in London, and of fairly good quality, 
absolutely none is drunk? The lower classes, even the paupers, do not know what it is to quench their thirst 
with water.”1 Though Londoners drank hard, the perception of their drunkenness was mostly red noses and 
good cheer. But by the 1720s, a new pattern of drinking, associated with gin, had emerged. 

As a result of the Glorious Revolution (1688), the Catholic King James II was ousted and the Dutch 
Protestant, William of Orange, was placed on the throne of England. England had a glut of grain at the time, 
and the new king needed to please the landowners who put him on the throne. William had already seen how 
gin production had boosted the grain market in his home country of Holland. So he passed legislation 
encouraging the production of gin. Stills sprang up everywhere. This drove the price of gin down and the 
availability up. Tobias Smollet, a physician, wrote that gin 

was sold so cheap that the lowest class of the people could afford to indulge themselves in one continued 
state of intoxication, to the destruction of all morals, industry and order. Such a shameful degree of 
profligacy prevailed that the retailers of this poisonous compound set up painted boards in public, inviting 
people to be drunk for the small expense of one penny; assuring them they might be dead drunk for two-
pence, and have straw for nothing.2 

The situation was made worse by the squalid living conditions in the slums. People were packed, 10 per 
room, into dirty tenement houses. The only recreation or relief they could afford was gin. As one woman in 
1725 said, “We market women are up early and late, and work hard for what we have” and if it were not for 
gin, “we should never be able to … keep body and soul together.”1 Between 1730 and 1749, 75% of all 
children born in London died before the age of five. 

Many noted the increase in production and use of gin played a direct role in the increase of crime, 
prostitution, madness, death rates and falling birth rates. The magistrate and writer, Henry Fielding, feared 
that men were unable to work for their addiction, were destroying their families, and modelling their bad 
behaviour to their children. Fielding, and even Parliament, came to view gin as a threat to the future of the 
nation. 

From 1729 to 1751, responding to numerous public outcries and various competing interests, Parliament 
implemented a series of Gin Acts. Some increased prices and led to bootlegging, while others lowered prices 
and increased consumption. After many attempts of gaining control, the Gin Act of 1751 established a 
number of pragmatic regulations to decrease the fees for licences and encourage distillers to only sell to 
licensed retailers. This, along with decreases in grain harvests, increases in food prices, decreases in wages, 
focused propaganda campaigns and the Methodist revivals and social work, resulted in the decline of the gin 
craze. 

  

                                                      
1 Gately, I. (2008). Drink: A cultural history of alcohol. New York: Gotham Books. 
2 Courtwright, D.T. (2001). Forces of habit: Drugs and the making of the modern world. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
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Instructional strategies 

1. Provide students with a copy of the handout and have them work in small groups to discuss how alcohol 
and other factors interacted and impacted individuals, communities and society during the gin craze. 
Compare that to the situation in modern time. Encourage them to consider legal, social and economic 
factors. 

2. Have students do further research, after reading the handout, on the gin craze and develop a report or 
poster illustrating the factors that contributed to the situation, some of the social consequences, and 
factors that helped reduce the craze. 

3. Have students work in small groups to create a public service announcement or advocacy campaign 
message that includes information regarding how to reduce risks related to alcohol use. The video should 
only be 30 seconds long, focus on a specific audience (e.g., teens, parents, politicians) and identify a clear 
message or call to action. Web searches such as “low-risk drinking” or “safer alcohol use” might provide 
some ideas. 

Drug literacy  

Big idea 
• People have been using drugs for thousands of years and in almost every human culture 
• Drugs can be tremendously helpful and also very harmful 
• As humans, both individually and as communities, we need to learn how to manage the drugs in our lives 
• We can learn how to control our drug use by reflecting on the different ways people have thought about 

drugs, exploring stories from various cultures and listening to each other 

Competencies 
• Assess the complex ways in which drugs impact the health and well-being of individuals, communities 

and societies 
• Explore and appreciate diversity related to the reasons people use drugs, the impact of drug use and the 

social attitudes toward various drugs 
• Develop social and communication skills in addressing discourse and behaviour related to drugs 
• Develop personal and social strategies to manage the risks and harms related to drugs  

Links to Curriculum 

First Peoples’ principles of learning  
• Learning ultimately supports the well-being of the self, the family, the community, the land, the spirits, 

and the ancestors  
• Learning is holistic, reflexive, reflective, experiential, and relational (focused on connectedness, on 

reciprocal relationships, and a sense of place) 
• Learning involves recognizing the consequences of one’s actions 
• Learning is embedded in memory, history, and story 

Social Studies 8  
Big idea 
• Human and environmental factors shape changes in population and living standards 

Competencies 
• Use Social Studies inquiry processes and skills to: ask questions; gather, interpret, and analyze ideas; 

and communicate findings and decisions 

http://www.uvic.ca/research/centres/cisur/assets/docs/iminds/drug-gin-craze-hdt.pdf
http://www.uvic.ca/research/centres/cisur/assets/docs/iminds/drug-gin-craze-hdt.pdf


 

This resource was developed by the Centre for Addictions Research of BC with funding provided by the Government of Canada.  Any views 
expressed herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of the Government of Canada or the Centre for 
Addictions Research of BC. 
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• Assess the significance of people, places, events and developments, and compare varying 

perspectives on their historical significance at particular times and places, and from group to group 
• Assess the justification for competing historical accounts after investigating points of contention, 

reliability of sources and adequacy of evidence 
• Compare and contrast continuities and changes for different groups during this time period 
• Assess how prevailing conditions and the actions of individuals or groups affect events, decisions and 

developments 
• Explain different perspectives on past or present people, places, issues and events by considering 

prevailing norms, values, worldviews and beliefs 
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