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Welcome to topic # 027…  Today, 
Master Gregson and I will look at 

the temperance movement during the 
Victorian period.



In “The Adventure of the Cardboard Box,” 
Susan Cushing told Sherlock Holmes that 
Jim Browner, her brother-in-law, had 

broken his pledge and returned to drinking.



His “pledge” was a reference to the Gospel 
Temperance movement that spread across 
the country, particularly among the lower 

middle class from 1877 to 1889.



While other temperance societies existed prior to 
the Gospel Temperance organization, Browner’s 
mention of losing his “blue ribbon,” indicated 
membership in this particular organization.



The Temperance movement in the UK had its 
origins in the 1830s in response to a rise in 

public drunkenness and the successes of similar 
efforts in US, especially in New England.



Religious leaders, particularly 
those from Nonconformist 

denominations (Protestant groups 
outside the Church of England)…



…and their middle and upper-
lower class congregants were the 
first to promote the concept of 
signing a pledge for abstinence.



Many of these early local groups still allowed an 
occasional glass of wine or beer, and rifts 

occurred in some congregations over the use of 
fermented or non-fermented wine in services.



In the late 1830s, a shift occurred 
in the movement to total abstinence, 
or teetotalism, led primarily by the 

same social classes.



The discipline required avoidance of all 
alcoholic beverages and aligned with the 

strict moral code upwardly mobile 
members in the lower classes observed.



With public-house life now forbidden to 
them, these groups formed lodges or 

similar social centers to offer 
alternative gathering places and events.



The facilities also offered classes 
in reading, writing, and basic 
arithmetic and specialized 

programs for women and children.



Despite such efforts, drunkenness continued to rise 
among the populace, and in 1853, Nathaniel Card, a 
Quaker reformer, organized a movement to pass laws 

prohibiting the sale of all alcohol to combat it.



While such legislation had some 
supporters in Parliament, within four 
years the emphasis sifted from a 

national ban to local option.



The continued push for passage of laws related 
to alcohol’s sale and consumption gradually 

became a Liberal cause, with those involved in 
the drink trade aligning with the Conservatives.



For the next fifteen to twenty years, the anti-
drink efforts focused on the political arena, 
with efforts to restrict licenses or other 

measures to reduce the availability of alcohol.



A revival in the movement occurred in 1877 when 
William Noble visited the US and observed 

Frances Murphy and his Blue Ribbon and Gospel 
Temperance movement in that country.



This approach combined religion and 
temperance in one-week camp 

meetings focused on converting both 
the tavern owner and the drinker.



Noble returned to England and 
created the Gospel 

Temperance hall in London’s 
east end.



Gospel Temperance, however, remained 
fragmented and local until the arrival of 
Richard Booth, an American temperance 

missionary, who carried the effort nationwide.



The man travelled the country holding meetings 
complete with choirs, speeches, and at the end of 
the event, a call to sign the pledge and wear a blue 

ribbon as a symbol of commitment to the cause.



By the 1890s, the economic downturn 
that had pushed some to drink was 

over, and with prosperity, the Gospel 
Temperance movement lost steam.



Still, the movement had kept the issue in the 
public eye for more than forty years and it was
estimated about a tenth of the population were 

abstainers by the end of Victoria’s reign.



While the temperance movement never achieved the 
ultimate goal of eliminating all alcohol, the dire 
consequences of drink were well recognized—as 

clearly illustrated by Jim Browner’s crime of passion.



In betraying his own blue ribbon pledge 
with the resulting consequences, he 
provided a moral lesson to Doyle’s 
readers on the excesses of drink.



… yes, but we’ll be 
back with another 

topic soon…

So we have completed 
topic # 027 in our 

series… 



References for this topic:

Doyle, Arthur Conan; Ryan, Robert. The Complete Sherlock Holmes (Kindle Editon). 
Shiman, Lilian Lewis. “The Blue Ribbon Army: Gospel Temperance in England.” Historical Magazine of the Protestant Episcopal 
Church, vol. 50, no. 4, 1981, www.jstor.org/stable/42973859
Mitchell, Sally, Victorian Britain. (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1988)



Baker Street Elementary
“The Life and Times in Victorian London”

IS CREATED THROUGH THE INGENUITY & HARD WORK OF:

JOE FAY
LIESE SHERWOOD-FABRE

RUSTY MASON
& 

STEVE MASON


