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The Britith Sutler During the
American War for Independence

Bv Gregory S. Theberge
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During the eighteenth century, the confumption of aleoholic beverages was

widelv accepted as a means of recreation and entertainment among all of the focial
claffes of England and Her colonies. While certain intoxicants could be found at
home. it was the Public Houfe or local tavern which commonly ferved the populace
for public gatherings and news dillemination. They were frequently ufed as the
location for many town and political meetings. Given the difficult rigors of daily life
for manv of the common workers of London. it was not rncommon that thele
people were found ending their week at one of the manv Public Houfes which
were readily available. Thefe Eftablifhments frequently ferved as employment
agencies for many of the trades and it was not unufual that they were ufed as a
location where wages were paid out at week's end. Confidering that Recruiting
Sergeants often frequented theie eftablithments in fearch of recruits to fill His
Maijefty’s Regiments, it was natural that alcohol would alfo play a role in Britifh
military fervice,
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During the American War for Independence, it was generally confidered that

foldiers who engaged in phyfical labor did lo more favorably when they were given
generous quantitics of {pirits to drink. This was due to their alleged “medicinal
properties.”  Per the Regulations of General, Sir Willlam Howe in 1///, rum Wwas




ifued to the troops at a daily ration of one quart to every {ix men. Working
parties were often iffued an extra half pint above this allowance and guards who
ferved in inclement weather were often given an extra quarter pint for their fervice.
According to the Proceedings of a Board of General Officers, the Brititlh army in
North America confumed more than 360,000 gallons of Rum per vear which made it
the fingle largeft item of expenfe among all government provifions.

Befides their daily allotment, the foldiers of His Majefty’s Forces often found

the need to confume additional quantities of {pirits beyond which was generaliy
confidered “medicinal”. Unfortunately, many of thefe men found a fource for their
defire through unfcrupulous women who followed the army and fold their
queftionable product beyond the lines of military jurifdiction. Contemporary accounts
reveal that there was a great deal of trouble for General Gage's army during the
occupation of Bofton in 1775. Befides having to contend with exceflive drunkenefs,
the army found itfelf dealing with the deaths of f{everal men after they had
confumed tainted drink at one of the many Dram houfes operated throughout the
town by foldier's wives. The army tried to ban the operation of thele
eftablifiments as belt as it could throughout the courfe of the War,

As a means of controlling the fale and confumption of alcohol to its troops,

the Britifh army eftablithed a fyftem of licenfing Sutlers to each of its Regiments or
Corps. The Sutler was “let-out” a houfe or ftall for a fee which was determined by
the Commanding Officer of his afligned bodv. In turn, the futler was anfwerabie
to his Commanding Officer for the fobriety and well being of the men which were
under his command. Strict adherence to military protocol was eftablifhed. Any
diverfion from the rules of operation would mean the lofs of the Sutlers licenfe
and the confifeation or deftruction of his goods. No foldier was allowed to purchafe
{pirits from a futler licenfed to another Regiment or Corps. No {pirits were to be
fold after 9 O'clock in the evening. before reveile. or on Sunday during the hours
of Divine Service or Sermon. All {utlers were regulated by their Commanding
Officer to provide good and wholefome provifions to the men and at a fair Market
price. Intereftingly enough, there was alfo military jurifdiction watching over the
Commanding Officer to enfure that he did not receive a financial profit from the
operation of the canteen which was under his command.

(ontemporary accounts reveal that futlers offered a wide range of goods for

fale. Unfortunately, detailed inventories are rare. All contemporary accounts reveal
that futlers fold alcohol. Rum was primarily the moft common beverage available. It
was ufually drunk in the form of Grog {cut with water] bur could alfo be mixed
with other ingredients [water, citrus juice, nutmeg and fugar) to form Punch. Due to
the infrequent availability of thefe ingredients, punch was ufually much more
expenfive and, as a refult, thows up lefs frequently in period accounts. When frefh

lemons. limes of oranges were unavailable, a futler could try to obtain bottled juices
or concentrates fuch as “How's Celebrated Acid™ - a concoction of concentrated



lemon and orange juice fold by the box. dozen or fingle bottle. Advertifed in
feveral Halifax newipapers of the period, it claimed that “one tealpoon of which
makes a quart of punch.” Brandy and Porter were favored by many of the
officers. Contemporary accounts reveal that Claret and the fortified wines {Port and
Medeira) were commonly available to the troops. Although malt beverages fbeer and
ale) and cyder are rarely found in contemporary lutler inventories, it feems probabie
that thev would have been fold if a futler was able to obtain them fince they can
be found in contemporary inventories of taverns during this period.

Befides alcohol. foldiers could alfo find for fale a variety of foodftuffs available

i either the cooked or raw frate. Contemporary accounts reveal the fale of fugar,
coffee. chocolate, ham, and bacon. Saufzges were commonly fold at fairs during this
period as were gingerbread cakes. The men could alfo purchafe tobacco and tobacco
pipes. Tobacco could be obtained in either a “pigtail” twift or packaged in
individual “papers.” In addition to alcohol, foodftuffs and tobacco. a foidier could alfo
purchafe, on occafion, the fmall effentials of life at his Regimental Canteen. Small
items fuch as hard foap are well documented.

Contemporary fources from the American War bear witnefs to the fact that

futlers ufed huts, fralls, or tents to fell their wares from depending on the mobility
of the army. Unfortunately, contemporary written fources do not go into any great
detail on how thefe eftablifhments appeared when the army was on the march. It is
documented. however, that Sutlers were allowed a horfe to tranfport their goods. We
can therefore affume that their eftablithments may have been of fignificant fize in
order to faithfully ferve the Regiment or Corps they were licenfed to. Regimental
canteens were normaily located at the rear of a camp, ufually behind the Colonel’s
rent and in front of the camp Kitchens.

During the 1780 Encampment of Hyde Park {London). Mr. Paul Sandby

executed a feries of ink and watercolor illuftrations which demonitrate the activities
of military camp life in exacting detail. Two of thefe illuftrations clearly fhow the
exifrance of futler's booths and the furnifhings which compliment them.
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Paul Sandby, R.A. The Military Encampment in Hvde Park, 1780



Careful examination of thefe works reveals the exiftence of tentage in cither

the form of a Marquis roof or a wooden braced flv. A fign declaring the bulfinefs
of the eftablilhment can be clearly feen. Beneath thele awnings exift fawbuck tables
and weoden green benches where numerous military and non-military vifitors engage
in converfation and drink. A women is feen f{elling what appears to be {pices. fruits
and heart-Thaped cookies utilizing a fcale, bafket and cloth covered “ravern table.
Additional women are {hown felling foodftuffs from a brazier and metal kettles.
Others, poffibly laundrefies, are tThown engaging in drink and converfation. A Imall
dog paffes the time away in both views., A crude wooden bench and table
complete the {cene. |

During the Britifh occupation of New York in 1776, Mr. John Inglis, a Jocal

merchant, was iflued a licenfe to operate as a futler to the Firft Battalion of Light
Infantry which ferved under General, Sir William Howe. Affociated with the
Philadeiphia Campaign, it is the Eftablithment of Mr. Inglis which I have tried to
faithfully recreate. As there are no contemporary defcriptions of Mr. Inglis’ canteen
to follow, I have relied heavily on the Sandby iliuftrations for my recreation.
Furnithings which are ufed are faithfullv reproduced from original artifacts in public
and private collections. Many can be feen in George Neuman's “Collector's
Illuftrated Encvclopedia of the American Revolution™ and "Early American Antique
Country Furnithings.” Thefe include fuch items as furniture, griddie irons., ketties,
dinnerware, corkfcrews as well as tin cups and containers. If vou take a clofe look,
vou may find one or two original pieces which are actually illuftrated in thele
works. Punch bowls are copied from original {pecimens in my perfonal collection. A
brafs keg [pigot Is fimilar to the example excavated at the New Winfor Cantonment.
Additional items. fuch as jingling bells, can be found in Ivor No¢l Humes "A Guide
to Artifacts of Colonial America.” All of the glaffware ufed are copies which have
been excavated from North American Britith campfites. They can all be feen in

“Glafs of the Britith Military™ by Olive R. Jones and E. Ann Smith. Note the
variety of wine glaffes, “Firing” glaflfes, and tumblers. Sample one of many
foodftuffs from a faithfully recreated "Quart Pickle Bortle.” All in all, vou will not
be difappointed with a vifit to our Eftablifhment if vou are a true hiftorian of the
American War.

As with evervthing, one perfon cannot claim his or her accomplifhments

without the acknowledgement and gratitude of the affiftance from others. Thanks
are extended tro Mr. Philip Dunning for his help in the initial refearch and
direction of this project. I alfo thank the affiftance of the band of Joyal refugees
who aflift me in our weekend aventures. Thefe fine folks of the 40” Regt. of Foot
inciude Rov and Debra Najecki, Donald C. Dailey, Donna Peretta, Niels Hobbs,
Kathryn Leonard, Rachel Welter and laft but not leaft my wife, Karen Theberge
(AKA Mrs. Elizabeth Loring}, We are all proud members of the Britith Brigade and

the Brigade of the American Revolution and take a grear deal of pride in our
interpretation. We hope vou all enjov our hofpitalicy.



A Llft of Contcmporarv QOurces for thc Llcenﬁng
of Sutlers to the Britith Army during the
American War for Indcpendcnce

ARV AN AN AMANAVENRINA

General Orders, America
London., undated {probably January, 1775

“Altho’ canteens have been allowed the feveral Regiments for the convenience of
the foldiers, there are norwithftanding {till complaints of {oldiers wives keeping dram
fhops in the different parts of the town. where men get intoxicated in a very
extraordinary manner, and two foldiers have been killed [with the poifonous liquors

they fell) in one night.
The Commanding officers will make enquiery amongft their Regiments, and give
in return fuch women af hire rooms in the town to fell drams, where they live, and

from whom they hire rooms.”

General Orders, W.O.
London, undated {probably February, 1773

“When foldiers are found frequenting houfes occupied by foldier's wives who {fell
liquor without a licenfe, from whence the greateft irregularities proceed, and the
liquor fold in fuch houfes proves fatal to many foldiers. The commanding officers
will direct fuch perfons to be carried before a Magiftrate with proper witneiles who
will order them to be fined, and proceeded againft in other refpects according to

the law™



General Orders, W.QO.
Bolton, 22 June, 1775

“All perfons belonging to, or followers of the Army, are forbid to feil Ipiritous
liquors. excepting at the regimental Canteens, one and only one of them if allowed
for each Regiment fubject to the regulation of the Officer Commanding it; and as
the appointment of the Sutler depends on the commanding Officer of the Corps, it
is expected hence-forward they will be anfwerable for the fobriety of the Scldiers
under their Command, all other fources for Spiritous liquors but that of the
Canteen, being effectually fropped up from the A G Officers and Soldiers by the
Proclamation”

General Orders
Bofton., 14 October, 1775

“The Commanding Officers of Corps not to allow their Sutlers to fell liquors to
Soldiers, or anv other perfons who do not belong to their refpective Corps; Upon a
conviction of a difobedience of this order, the liquors will be deftroyed. and the
delinquent not have leave to fell any in the future.

Women belonging to the Armv convicted of felling Spiritous liquors. will be
confined in the Provofts.”

General, Sir William Howe's Orders
23 January, 1776

“The Gommanding Officers of Corps to Supprefs all Dram Shops in their
Refpective Diltricts that are not licenfed by Brig-Gen. Robertfon.”




General Orders, W.O.
White Plains, New York, 26 November, 1776

"No follower of the Armv can be allowed a Horfe Except the Sutier of each
Regiment.”

General Orders. W.O.
Rhode Ifland, 23 December, 1776

"No {oldiers wife if upon anv account to keep a fhop, without permiffion in
writing {igned by the commandant, or Deputy Com-mandant of the Town, for
which they muft be recommended by the Officer Commanding the Corps to which
they belong. The General i concerned that no recommendation will be given to
any woman without a certainty fhe will not make bad ufe of it. by felling {piritous
Liquors.”

General Orders, W.QO.
Rhode I{land, 11 December, 1777

“Whereas the freat Drunkennefs that prevails among the Soldiers. proceeds from
the Soldiers wives being allowed to keep little fhops out of the diftricts of their
Regiments, the Commanding Officers will give directions thar thev are not
permitted to live out of the quarters of the Regiment they belong 1o.”



Rules and Articles for the Better Government of His Majefty's
Horfe and Foot Guards, and all other Hif Majefty’s Forces in

Great Britain and Ireland, Dominions beyond the Seas, and
Foreign Parts, from the 24" day of March, 1778

Section. VIII. {page 20

ARTICLE L

“No Sutler fhall be permitted to fell any Kind of Liquor or Victuals. or keep their
Houfes or fhops open, for the Entertain-ment of Soldiers. after Nine at Night, or
before the Beating of the reveiles, or upon Sundays, during Divine Service of
Sermon, on the Penalty of being difmiffed from all future Suttiing.”

ARTICLE Il

“All Officers. Soldiers, and Sut-tlers, Thall have full Liberty to bring intc any of Our
Forts or Garrifons, anv Quantity or Species of Provifions, eatable or drinkable,
except where any Contract or Con-tracts are or [hall be entered into bv us, or by
Our Order, for furnifhing fuch Provifions, and with refpect only to the Species of
Provifions fo contracted for.”

ARTICLE IIL

“All Governors. Lientenant Go-vernors, and Officers commanding Our Forts, Barracks,
or Garrifons, are herebv required to fee that the Perfons permitted to futtie fhail
fupply the Soldiers with good and wholefome Provifions, at the Market Price, as
thev fhall be anfwerable to Us for their Neglect.”

ARTICLE IV,

‘No Governots, or Officers, commanding any of Our Garrifons, Forts, or Barracks,
thail either themfelves exact exorbitant prices for houfes or Stalls let out to Sutlers.
or fhall connive at the Exactions in others; nor by their own authority, and for
their pri-vate Advantage, fhall they lay any Duty or Impolition upon, or be
‘nterefted in. the Sale of fuch Vic-tuals, Liquors, or other Necef-faries of Life,
which are brought into the Garrifon, Fort, or Barracks, for the Ufe of the Soldiers.
on the Penalty of being difcharged from Our Service.”



Simes, Thomas

N\
The Regulator
“Of the Colonel and His Duties”
L.ondon, 1780
"No non-commiffioned officer’s or foldier's wife is to futtle or {ell liquors without
permiflion; and leave will be granted to fuch as are particularly recommended by
commanding officers of companies, and who will pav due attention to all orders
concerning them.
That no {uter off to harbor any body in the line of the regiment without the
Major’s leave.
No more than one grand futler and five petty ones will be allowed; and any
futler who refufes to change the men’s money, or alk reward, thall be drummed out
of camp.”
The New York Gazette —

The Weekly Mercury
28 April, 1777

“Laft Monday about 50 of the Roval Bergen Volunteers under the Command of
Capt. Van Alien, went in queft of a Partv of Rebels that infefted Cloufter. who, on

hearing of their Approach made off. but in purfuing them fmartly fome miles, thev
took three Rebel Suttlers. with their {tores of Rum, Sugar. Coffee, Chocolate, etc.
to the Amount of Seven Wagon Loads, without lofing a man.

One of the Suttiers if named David Phillips. who formerly kept a Beer houfe at
the Sign of the Horfe and Cart in this Citv.”



Lochée. Lewis
An Effay on Caitremetation
London, 1778

Diftribution of the Depth of the Camp of a Battalion of
Ten companies of 60 Men each, which is 253 Yards

Yards
"From the fecond row of the batmens
tents, to the front of the grand futler 10
From the froat of the grand futier, to
the center of the Kitchens - 15
From the center of the kitchens, to the
front of the petty futlers’ - 15
238

The grand futler, for the fake of convenience, is placed
in the rear of the colonel’s tent.”

Of the Camp of Cavalry

“ From the front of the colonel’s tent, to

the front of the f{taff oficers’ tents, 14
From the front of the ftaff officers tents,

to the front of the grand futler’s - 15
From the front of the grand futler’s, to

the center of the kitchens - - 20
From the center of the kitchens, to the

front of the petty futlers - 15

From the front of the petty futlers, to
the center of the bells of arms of the

rear guard - - - 15

Total depth 220"
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Defining a “Sutler” ufing Contemporary Dictionaries
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Johnfon., Samuel
“A Dictionary of the Englith Language”
London, 1755

SUTLER: NJf. (foetler, Dutch; fudler, German): A man that felis provifions and
liquor in Camp.

PUBLICAN: A man that keeps 2 Houfe of General Entertainment.

Smith, George
"An Univerfal Military Dictionary”
London, 1779

SUTLER: In War, one who follows the army. and furnifhes provifions for the
Troops. They pitch their tents, or build their huts, in the rear of each
Regiment, and abour Headquarters.

PROVISIONS: In z military fenfe in prize all manner of eatables, food, or
provender ufed in an army, both for man and bealt.

PROVENDER: Drv food for Brutes; hav or corn.



Grofe, Captain Frances

“A Claffical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue”
1785

SUTLER: A camp Publican; alfo one that pilfers gloves, tobacco boxes, and fuch
Small moveables (Former in Shakefpeare (O}, and good Englifh)

It is interefting to note that the 2™ definition of a Sutler is “one that pilfers...”.
Could the word “Sutler” or the activity to “Sutle” be ufed in a compietely different
context than what we are ufed to’ Perhaps it was ufed as a flang term that
implied a robber or difhoneft individual. There Is one contemporary account that
may back up this THEORY. It invoives the defcription of a certain Capt. Havden
of the 1" Batralion. King's American Rangers {formerly of the 4% Battalion N. Jerfev
Volunteersl In a letter dated ! Ocrober, 1784, Walter Patterfon, Governor of St.
John, Nova Scotia, writes {to Lord Sydnev}:

“Captain Hayden, when he firft got the Command, fhewed a difpofition to be
uleful, and in hopes of confirming him in fuch fentiments: without waiting to know
hif real Character, I appointed him one of the Council. But I verv foon difcovered
him to be a Tyrant where he had power. Avericious and mean. He Sutled to his
men in the loweft manner, and when they offended himfelf, he had them punifhed
leverely; often by his fingle authority: when at the fame time he would fcreen
public Robbers. 1 could not be on good terms with fuch a Character. for which
reafon he embraced every opportunity and occafion which Malice could invent to
lnjure me.

He even obliged by threats of punithment one of his Men, o give falfe
evidence againft me, neverthelefs, I continued him in the Council for fake of Peace.
After the reduction of the Troops, the frories which were told of him. were fo
many, and fo fcandalous, I was afhamed of fitcting at the fame Board with him. He
was charged with defrauding the Men. with Coining of Money, with drawing the
King’s Bounties for the difbanded men. and with appropriating the whole to his
own ule. I difcovered myfelf he had made a falfe return, which I have had the
honor to take notice of in a former Difpatch. He was bred 2 Watchmaker and has
again taken up his Trade.

The above, and many other reafons. at ieait obliged me to vacate his Seat af
Member of the Council. And I thall hope the meafure will be honored with vour
Lordthip’s approbation.”

Great Britain, Public Records Office, Colonial Clafs, Vol. 8 folios
108-109

It doefn't make fenfe that a Captain in the military operated a2 canteen.



There is one other fource that may back up this Theorv. Captain Frances Grose
Defcribes a Whirligig in his "Military Antiquities™ {1786}):

The Whirligig, ufed for the punifhment of “petir futicrs, jews, brawling women, and
fuch perfons” was “a kind of circular wooden cage, which turn’d on a pivot; and
when {et in motion, whirled round with amazing velocity., that the delinquent
became {ick, and commonly emptied his or her bodv through everv aperature.”
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