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Religion was a strong force in the lives of  the Puritans. It influenced the conditions 
which had power upon the settlement in New England. Another trait was present 
which adds an element of  human interest to the story. Their neighborliness was 
ever present and as sincere as their godliness. So came the establishment of  the  
ordinary. It was created for the entertainment of  travelers and for the mutual com-
fort of  the settlers. This was scarcely second to their providing a gathering place for 
the church. 

Power was given to County Courts to oversee the running of  these establishments. 
Consideration for the welfare of  these outsiders and the desire to regulate the sale 
of  intoxicating liquors seemed important enough reasons to enforce the opening  
of  some kind of  public house in each community. In 1656 the General Court of  
Massachusetts made towns liable to a fine for not sustaining an ordinary. Great  
inducements were offered to persons keeping them. Land was granted, pastures to 
keep their cattle or exemption from church rates and school taxes.  

The early ordinaries were not operated just for the convenience of  travelers, but 
also for the comfort of  the townspeople, exchange of  news and opinions, and the 
sale of  liquors and socializing. There were many restrictions on the entertainment 
of  strangers. Selectmen had to report on all visitors names that seemed detrimental 
to the community and send them out of  town. They were not permitted to dance 
or sing inside the ordinary. Drunkards were severely punished, either thrown into 
stocks, whipped or fined. Tobacco was considered more sinful, degrading and 
harmful than liquor. Both the use of  and planting were forbidden. Landlords of  the  
ordinaries were threatened with heavy fines for allowing anyone to use “Creature 
called Tobacco” in their establishment. No one could use tobacco publicly, in their 
homes or anywhere in front of  newcomers. Two men could not smoke together. If  
caught smoking around the corner from the ordinary they were fined and set in the 
stocks and in cages!  

Usually the ordinary and the meetinghouse were close companions. Licenses to 
keep ordinaries were granted with the conditions that it must be near the meeting-
house. When autumn rains and winter winds came, these poorly built unheated 
structures were deadlier with each week! All of  its members gladly trooped to the 
ordinary at the ‘nooning’ to warm up before the afternoon service. In the summer 
the sun beat down on the meetinghouse roof  and poured through the unshaded 
windows. The taproom gave relief  to the churchgoers. There was a law passed that 
innkeepers clear their houses during church hours. Frequently, religious services 
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were held in the spacious rooms of  the ordinary until the meeting house was built. 
One of  the most sensitive adjustments was to assign the seating at their meetings. 
The elders, deacons and selectmen had the power to argue over the standing and 
wealthy of  the parties to be seated. 

Even the early ordinaries displayed signboards. The innkeeper was granted a  
license with the provision that “There be set up some inoffensive sign obvious for 
directions to strangers.” Running ordinaries was the perfect job for widows with 
small incomes. Some became renowned as good innkeepers. Widows abounded, for 
the life of  men in those days was short. In the year 1714 Boston had a population 
of  ten thousand. It had 34 ordinaries, 12 of  them were run by women; forty-one 
retailers of  liquor, 17 of  which were run by women. In 1675 Cotton Mather said 
every other house in Boston was an alehouse. By the close of  the 17th century the 
word ordinary was fading into disuse in America. Tavern was universally adopted. 

Eighteenth-century taverns were also used as recruiting offices. During the years 
1742 to 1748 and from 1756 and 1763, while England was at war with France, the 
“listing” was brisk. The study of  ordinaries or tavern history also brings to light 
some sad domestic changes. Many beautiful and historic homes and structures end-
ed their days as a tavern. Boston mansions had that fate. The Province House 
served its term as a tavern. Some of  the old time ordinaries had a charm all of  its 
own. One of  these was Fountain Inn built in 1725 in Medford, Massachusetts. All  
the land travel to Boston from Maine, eastern New Hampshire and north 
eastern Massachusetts poured along the main road through Medford, which was 
just far enough away from Boston to insure that every passer-by would stop. It was 
a very hospitable tavern and stood close to the road, a charming and restful retreat 
for the weary traveler. 

A picturesque element of  tavern life in late autumn was the Indian women who 
lingered after the tribes were scattered and nearly all were dead. They wandered 
around the taverns hoping for a few stray pennies that could be earned. Almost 
every community had some of  these Indian “walk-abouts” as they were called. 
They would wander off  in the summer selling brooms and blankets sometimes  
reseating chairs only to return when the weather turned cold. Often the landlady  
of  a tavern would tolerate them and when their health failed took care of  them. 
Many times they would find an Indian sleeping with her papoose in the morning 
on the floor by her fireplace. Indian women often proved better helpers than the 
men.  

!

!3



Locally, during the first century of  settlement in Yarmouth, the court of  Plymouth 
Colony provided liquor licenses. Anthony Thacher was the first person in town au-
thorized to "draw wine" in Yarmouth, in June, 1644, which was a perquisite of  an 
ordinary. These Inns served as gathering places for the men of  the community. His 
house was on a lot near the marsh on Thacher Shore Road, southeasterly of  the 
James G. Hallet place in Yarmouth Port. Edward Sturgis, who was licensed in 1646 
"to keep an ordinary and draw wine in Yarmouth, provided Mr. Thacher 
draw out his," lived a little to the northeast of  the old cemetery in Yarmouth. He 
imported a good deal of  liquor, and the inference is that he sold more than was  
for the public good, as he was fined in 1663 for bringing liquor into town without 
giving notice to those appointed to invoice it. His license was taken away. John 
Miller was next appointed to keep an ordinary. He lived in a house near the site of  
the old school building. He was the son of  the second minister and subsequently 
the town schoolmaster. The best and most discreet men in town were sought out for 
this business, which was important to the interests of  the towns. 

After the revolution, Captain John Bear[s]e kept an ordinary or tavern. It was later 
known as Elisha Doane Tavern. He lived in a house on the site of  the residence  
of  Captain Isaac B. Gage, near the old meeting house. This old stand was  
subsequently kept by the successful host, Elisha Doane. Mr. Bear[s]e seems to have 
done a flourishing business. He used to entertain the ordaining and ecclesiastical 
councils at his house, furnishing them with spirits as well as other refreshments.  

There was another much-resorted-to tavern in Yarmouth village: the old Hamblin  
House (now 8 Old Church Street), kept by Colonel Joshua Hamblin and others.  
At both places there was an abundance of  good cheer and the townsmen were  
renowned for their sociable habits, until the great temperance reformation in  
1817.The Sears Hotel, now known as the Old Yarmouth Inn, at 223 Old Kings 
Highway in Yarmouth Port was a most noted hostelry. It was for many years the 
end of  the stage coach route from Boston, the point from which the stages to  
Provincetown and Chatham diverged. The reputation of  the house was acquired 
for it by Charles Sears, Esq., a brother of  Joshua, the great Boston merchant.  
Mr. Sears kept no bar and sold no liquors, but none of  his customers suffered for 
want of  reasonable creature comforts. He was a founding member of  Yarmouth’s  
Temperance Society and was succeeded by his son Charles and afterward by  
Calvin Conant, Eben A. Hallet, and perhaps by others. Later in the 20th century it 
was again being used to accommodate overnight guests. It remains a popular social 
center of  the village of  Yarmouth Port now known as the Old Yarmouth Inn 
.
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