Insearch
of the
perfect pub

They're under threat

— but they’re fighting
back. Andrew Anthony
goes on a crawl of
famous London pubs to
find out how a British
institution is adapting
to a changing world

ilky tea, fish and

chips, the local

pub: these were

once the entic-

ing mainstays

of British life.
They’re all still there, of course, but
outside the home we drink far more
coffee thantea, and on the high street
the curry house and chicken takea-
way long ago supplanted the deep-
fried attractions of the fish and chip
shop. Of the traditional triumvi-
rate only the public house remains
in a primary position, but that too is
under threat.

It is estimated that Britain has
lost 25% of its pubs in the last 20
years. There were around 60,000
in 2000 and now the figure is about
45,000. Closing time has taken on a
new meaning, with on average one
pub closing down every 12 hours. Of
those that remain, many are unrec-
ognisable from the locals of the past,
having been re-themed as chain bars
or gastropubs.

Is this a loss to the British way
of lifez Has some vital part of the
social fabric been negiected and left
to slowly fall apart? Listen to the
doomsayers, like the Campaign for
Real Ale (Camra), and that’s certainly
lhcimprc%sion.l.‘.\slycnritdcscribcd
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The George, in
Southwark,

is London’s

last surviving
galleried
coaching inn and
dates from 1543.
Alamy
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the situation as “dismal”. Almost
on cue, Soho’s celebrated Coach &
Horses closed its doors last week after
its freeholder, Fuller’s Brewery, took
back possession from the leaseholder,
Alastair Choat. The pub has been a
Soho institution for many decades,
with the previous landlord, Norman
Balon, famed for his rudeness and,
paradoxically, the permissive atmos-
phere he fostered.

It was the scene of Private Eye
lunches and the base, as it were, of
the notoriously unsober Spectator col-
umnist Jeffrey Bernard. Choat tried
to maintain its idiosyncratic spirit,
by turning it into what he called
London’s first vegetarian and vegan
pub and getting a licence to serve
naked guests.

e made a desper-

ate campaign to

keep hold of the

pub, even staging a

shortened version

of the play Jeffrey

Bernard is Unwell with Cold Feet’s

Robert Bathurst in the lead role, and

organising a 12,000-signature peti-

tion to halt Fuller’s. But all to no avail.
Fuller’'s moved back with a promise to
restore the pub to its “former glory”.
Given that its former glory was all
about its inimitable ambience, it is
notclearhow that restoration is going
to be achieved. What is significant,

though, is that Fuller’s isappealing to

a vanished heyday as the vision of its
future. But heydays are accidental or
inspired and certainly can’t be recap-
tured through corporate planning.
In truth the Soho that the Coach
and Horses epitomised — bohemian,
transgressive, hopelessly drunk —
no longer exists, and any attempt to

Pubs are seldom
just pubs. They
reflect the tastes,
interests and
prejudices of their

s

b

return to the “features that have made
it such a famous pub”, as Fuller’s
pledges to do, are doomed to be an
exercise in museum curation. What
we most love about the past is that is
no longer here.

Yearning for the idealised pub
of yore is not, however, a new pas-
time. It’s probably almost as old as
pubs themselves. Indeed, reminiscing
about how a given pub used to be is a
staple of pub conversation. The nos-
talgic lament is, after all, practically a
symptom of inebriation.

Seventy-three years ago George
Orwell wrote his famous essay about
his favourite public house, the Moon
Under Water. He listed 10 qualities
possessed by this pub, only to reveal
at the end that no such pub existed. It
was an ideal he’d wished into being.

Ironically, many of the things he
desired - Victorian fittings, cast-
iron fireplaces, food, garden, family-
friendly ~ have become fashionable
in recent years. Orwell wanted more
women and children to be able to visit
pubs, and perhaps the most impor-
tant change in pub culture s that they
are no longer a dimly lit masculine
preserve. In a survey a few years ago,
more than 50% of female respond-
ents said they regularly visited pubs.

Of the pubs that have closed, the
majority have been small, and there-
fore perhaps the kind that struggled
to attract women. At the same time,
micropubs that, with a nod to Orwell,
prioritise authenticity, good beer, and
abjure games and machines, have
flourished in recent years. Turnover
across the pub business has actually
remained the same, which suggests
that things are not as bad as the clo-
sures suggest.

Other elements of Orwell’s check-
list ~ that the pub be tobacco-smoke
stained and that motherly barmaids
should address customers as “dear”
(“pubs where the barmaids call you
‘ducky’ always have a disagreeable
mfﬁSh atmosphere") - have notaged

Orweu's bio; er D] 1o
has noted that gﬁ% A
of working-class life that [Orv
tended to sentimentalise”. But in a
sense pubs are a symbol of whatever
community it is we tend to senti-
mentalise. And when in multicultural
Britain they are not able to facilitate
that symbolism - the Muslim pub,
for example, is almost an oxymoron
~ then they can also represent divi-
sion and excluslon. %

makes youwant to throw up the bland
lager you've had little choice but to
drink? Well, perhaps not everyone's
a great fan of that precious polished
‘wood, real ale and toasted-ciabatta
‘haven that you like to frequent.
Viewed from abroad, of course,
these differences dissolve into a
wholesomeimage.Itsnotable that the
only British selection in TripAdvisor’s
annual Travellers’ Choice awards list
of the top 25 travel experiences was,
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Ye Olde Cheshire
Cheese, haunt

of many of Fleet
Street’s finest,
traces its history
back to 1538.
Alamy
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ple, John Rae and his wife Colleen,
who had arranged their own pri-
vate pub tour. Rae has already twice
been on the main tour that made the

Travellers’ Choice awards list, which.
he describes as the best he hasm

visitor to many pubs around London
and mnt.maeﬁoﬂs smdy of the



The Oxford Bar, Edinburgh

Largely, and surprisingly, tourist-free,

the pub is the local of lan Rankin's
fictional detective Inspector Rebus.
The Ox retains the authenticity of an
old-school hostelry.

The Newman Arms, London
Dating back to 1730, the former

brothel appears in George Orwell's
Nineteen Eighty-Four where it was

| the model for the “Proles" pub,

the down-at-heel drinking den of
the mistreated underclasses in his
dystopian work.

| Davy Byrne’s, Dublin

Famous for its appearance in James

| Joyce's 1922 novel Ulysses. The pubis
| an essential stop for fans of the book

whose main character drops into
the pub for alunchtime gorgonzola

| cheese sandwich and a glass of

burgundy while wandering through

Dublin.

| The Grapes, London
| Originally The Bunch of Grapes, a pub

has stood on pebbled Limehouse
beach in east London for nearly 500

| years. Charles Dickens described
| the pub in the opening chapter of Our

Mutual Friend after first visiting it as
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The Coach &
Horses, a Soho
institution for
decades, closed
last week.
Photograph by
Alex Segre/Rex
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' is one of the current co-owners.

Jamaica Inn, Launcesion
Built as a coaching inn in 1750 and
atmospherically sited on Cornwall's
Bodmin Moor it's the setting for
Daphne du Maurier's 1936 novel. It is
| believed the inn takes its name from
| the smugglers bringing rum from
| Jamaica.

 This atmosphericinnin He ol

north London, first opened in 1545.
Dick Turpin s thought to have been
aregular — the pub lies on the route
plundered by the highwayman.

The inn has some significant
literary connections, appearing in
Dickens's The Pickwick Papers and
then, above all else, Bram Stoker's
Dracula.




