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 Introduction: In Defence of
Over-Thinking

 


Undertaking a series of book-signing events last year, we had
essentially the same conversation several times: ‘Is it a
whole book? About
beer? Ha! I like
drinking it, but I don’t want to bloody read about it.’

The suggestion is that
drinking is an experience diminished by involving the brain, or
perhaps even that the very point of drinking is to shut the blasted
thing down for a couple of hours. Maybe sometimes, that’s true –
no-one wants to be the plum on a hen or stag party asking for
tasters of ale and taking notes for later – but surely the two
activities, thinking and drinking, are not always mutually
exclusive?

Our brains, you see,
are highly prone to causing trouble. They keep us awake at night
worrying about to-do lists and money and careers and family. Left
to their own devices, they’re always focused on the past or the
future, racked with nostalgia and yearning for places we’ve been or
dreaming of places we’ve yet to go. But drinking a beer, taking a
moment to inhale its aromas, concentrating on its flavours, enables
us to… Well, look, there’s no way to avoid it: thinking about the
beer we drinking is a way of Being Here Now.

‘Mindfulness’, derived
from Buddhism, is rather trendy at the moment, not only as a
self-help technique but also increasingly ensconced in medical
practice. The idea is that, by fully concentrating on the moment
you are in, rather than fretting over the past or future, you will
feel calmer and more in control of your life. Rather than, ‘I miss
my childhood dog,’ or ‘I’m never going to be able to afford that
super-yacht,’ you sit and say, ‘I’m sitting under a tree listening
to the birds singing and feeling the sun on my skin.’ It’s
meditation, in short, only without the wholefood, tie-dye trappings
of half a century of hippydom: you can be ‘mindful’ in a
three-piece pin-stripe suit between meetings in the City of
London.

Those moments when we
are debating with each other whether a pale ale has a hint of
strawberry or a hint of peach, or maybe both, are totally,
completely distracting. It can be almost trippy to focus so
completely on our flavour-detecting senses, especially when it
leads us, eyes-closed, in search of a sense memory long-despatched
into the deep storage facility.

Thinking about the
history of beer can be meditative, too, albeit in a quite different
way – another form of escapism which puts that pint of bitter or
glass of IPA into a narrative years, decades, centuries long. Every
time we drink Pilsner Urquell, we get a thrill at tasting the
original golden lager, and Butcombe Bitter, quite apart from being
the beeriest of beers, is a pure taste of the 1970s – a living
reminder of the ‘real ale revolution’.

It’s even better if
we’re in a pub with an interesting history, such as Ye Olde
Cheshire Cheese, where it is possible to imagine Charles Dickens
tucking into a chop, while, in another corner, we can picture early
CAMRA activists plotting over pints of Marston’s Pedigree.

There is also
something special about walking down a street and seeing a vision
of a long-gone pub, or even the ghost of a vast but vanished
brewery, still steaming and smoking in the mind’s eye.

Why drink in three
dimensions when you can do it in four?

Everything in this
collection has previously been published, on our own blog, in most
cases. They are the posts on which we worked the hardest and cared
most about. Many came about as part of our attempt to challenge
ourselves, and other bloggers, to produce longer and more
substantial pieces. If you want more beer-related reading, you’ll
find a round-up of everyone’s efforts from at
boakandbailey.com/BeeryLongReads

In preparing our blog
posts for this short e-book, we have edited them to remove
hyperlinks and footnotes, putting references in the text where
necessary. We have also, here and there, made tweaks for clarity
and style, and even added some new material.

If
you’ve read these pieces before, thank you – we hope you’ll enjoy
reading them again. If this is your first encounter with us, then
we hope you’ll check out our blog at boakandbailey.com, and
buy Brew Britannia: the strange rebirth of
British beer, available in bookshops and
in all major e-book formats.
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 Brew Britannia: the
Women

 


Originally
published under the title ‘A Brief History of Women in Beer’

 


As we worked on Brew
Britannia, our book about British beer
between 1963 and the present, we felt a slight unease at the
overwhelming maleness of the story – men in pub, men in societies,
men writing angry books, men brewing beer, and so on. The fact is,
though they have perhaps been less visible, that women have
certainly played their part in shaping today’s lively ‘alternative’
beer culture, often in the face of considerable
difficulty.

 


1.
Equally revolting

 


Women weren’t made to
feel all that welcome in the early days of the struggle against the
Big Six brewers.

The
essentially backward-looking and conservative Society for the
Preservation of Beers from the Wood (SPBW), founded in 1963,
received its first application for membership from a woman in 1965
— an eventuality which had not been taken into account when the
constitution was drawn up. After much debate, founder member John
Gore proposed a compromise: that women be permitted to join, but
only as associate members.

When the Campaign for Real Ale came along in 1971, it
borrowed much of its style and rhetoric from socially liberal
protest groups and its senior ranks were filled with young,
open-minded people who had grown up during the sexual revolution of
the 1960s. Though a streak of ‘robust’ (i.e. sexist) humour was,
according to Roger Protz in a 2004 article, a core part of CAMRA’s
identity in those early days, the Campaign not
only allowed, but positively encouraged women to join. In
April 1973, Valerie Mason was elected to its ten-strong National
Executive… as secretary, of course. Margaret Clark-Monks joined the
NE in 1977 and served for seven years, though Chairman Tony Millns’
comment when she stood down is telling: ‘She was much more than the
statutory woman…’

In an email,
Christine Cryne, now a director at CAMRA, recalled the experience
of being a female member in the Campaign’s first decade:

 


My grandmother used to
drink beer including the bottled Worthington White Shield… [so] I
had no preconceptions that women didn’t drink beer… I joined CAMRA
in 1977 to attend AGM in Blackpool that year but I had been
involved with the local branch (Reading) for about a year before
then, helping out at the local beer festival… It was a much smaller
organisation in those days and there was a good cross section of
people of all ages and a real commitment to making a difference… My
second branch was Bedford and, like Reading, there were a few women
involved so that helped but I studied a science course and I was
the only female on it so I suppose I was used to being in an
environment that was male dominated (and having two brothers, both
of whom I signed up to CAMRA).

 


Well into the 1980s, though, women within the Campaign
continued to be treated as ‘totty’, pressed into service modelling
sweatshirts in awkwardly-posed photographs on the cover
of What’s Brewing, CAMRA’s monthly newspaper.

When a full
page of the 1985 Good Beer Guide was given over to a bawdy
Bill Tidy cartoon which showed a stripper pushing over a pile of
pennies with her breasts, it was the final straw for member
Michelle McBride, who wrote a letter of complaint:

 


I cannot be bothered
to get angry… but must register my quiet disappointment that
blatant sexism is still found amusing… It is difficult to believe
that the possibility of increased female CAMRA membership is
treated with such supercilious contempt.

 


This kind of
issue fed into a greater anxiety about the Campaign’s fortunes: it
was increasingly seen as being dominated by middle-aged,
middle-class, boorish, boring men, and membership remained low
compared to the late 1970s. Things needed to change if it was to
attract new, younger members.

Though
Christine Cryne does not consider it to have been a political
decision, the appointment of Andrea Gillies as editor of
the Good Beer Guide in 1988 nonetheless sent a strong
signal. A 27-year-old English graduate who described herself
as ‘a yuppie with principles’, Gillies oversaw a complete
overhaul of the GBG. Her arrival was announced in the ‘How to
use this guide’ sample entry which opened the 1989 edition,
describing an imaginary pub called ‘The Woman’s Touch’:

 


Lovely new theme pub of character, with delightful pastel
floral décor in the English tea shop style. All original features
lovingly ripped out. Charming plastic palms in the conservatory.
Champagne snug and ‘Pollyanna’s Pantry’ upstairs… Try also: The
Blue Stocking, Gladys’ Leap.

 


There was a
woman pictured on the cover (sort of — the illustration is
dreadful); there were new female contributors (Roz Morris, Virginia
Matthews, Katherine Adams); and a fresh emphasis on food and
dining, still regarded by many today as the key to making beer more
appealing to women. Just to be entirely sure the message was being
hammered home, Adams’s contribution was a polemic entitled ‘Women
and the Pub: the bitter truth':

 


Speaking personally,
the biggest drawback with pubs is, to be blunt, that they were
designed by and large for men… [Women] simply don’t feel
comfortable going into a pub alone… [Women] who actually like pubs
are familiar with… the assumption of the assembled males that a
woman who comes alone into a pub must be either a scarlet woman or
a pint-swilling harridan.

 


This lurch
into self-conscious female friendliness did not please everyone: ‘I
suspect I have a lot of enemies among the old guard members,’
Gillies said in an interview in 1988. The point having been made,
it was toned down for the 1990 edition of the Guide, which
nonetheless retained an emphasis on food and on a more
sophisticated approach to tasting beer, as opposed to swigging
it.

When Gillies
handed over the editor’s seat to Jeff Evans for the 1991 edition,
she left the GBG fundamentally changed — it would never go
back to the days of sexist cartoons, and female writers such as
Susan Nowak became a fixture, even if they did often end up writing
about food and the daintier side of beer appreciation.

The following
year, another high profile job within the Campaign went to a woman,
namely Christine Cryne: ‘When I became the first female organiser
of the Great British Beer Festival, it created a great deal of
media attention and, I hope, encouraged more women to become
involved in the event.’ In 1995, the theme for the festival
was ‘Women and beer’, and the programme contained the
following observation: ‘No woman at any CAMRA beer festival will
get a quip or an odd look if she asks for a pint. We just now have
to wait for everyone else to catch up.’

 


 


2.
Slaving Over a Hot Mash Tun

 


In most
manufacturing industries in the post-war period, women, if they
were present at all, worked in offices or on production lines. In
breweries, they worked as secretaries or in bottling plants, but
not as brewers.

Of course,
there were odd hangovers from an earlier age when many women
brewed, such as the All Nations Inn ‘homebrew house’ at Telford,
Shropshire, described by Frank Baillie in his 1973 Beer
Drinker’s Companion:

 


Mrs [Eliza] Lewis does
all the brewing and has done so for the last thirty-eight years…
Once a week, when most good citizens are in the depths of their
slumber, Mrs Lewis rises in the small hours and commences
operations at 3 a.m…. The vats hold about 260 gallons and Mrs Lewis
used to move the liquor from once vat to the next by means of a
hand ladle.

 


More typical,
however, was the reaction of the Daily Express in 1977 to
the discovery that 23-year-old Fiona McNish was working as a beer
taster at Paine’s of St Neots: ‘Fiona, long brown hair,
topographical as the Alps, a very feminine lady, has worked her way
deep into male territory…’

The new
generation of less conservative, often very small breweries which
began to appear from the mid-1970s onward offered far more
opportunity for women to get involved, sometimes out of pure
necessity.

When David and
Louise Bruce opened the first of their chain of Firkin pubs in
London from 1979, though David was the face of the business, and
had experience in the industry, both consider it to have been an
equal partnership. (Well, almost: ‘Chauvinist bastard that I was
back then, when we set up the company, I gave Louise 49% and I kept
51%, because I had to be in control,’ David Bruce told
us.) It was Louise who wrote the original business plan from
David’s rough notes, and, later, when she wasn’t ferrying buckets
of yeast around London from one pub to another in her car, she also
did her share of early morning brewing.

Meanwhile, in
Northern Ireland, Anne Scullion was the driving force behind Hilden
Brewery, which she founded in 1981 with her husband, Seamus. She
spent two months with Peter Austin at Ringwood learning to brew,
before commencing work at Hilden with the assistance of Heriot-Watt
graduate Brendan Dobbin. As well as hands-on brewing, she also
drove the delivery van. A 1982 newspaper profile calls her a
‘mother-of-three’ and an ‘engaging blonde’ but otherwise treats her
with respect. Women in brewing were beginning to be taken
seriously.

It is a sign of progress, perhaps, that we have no idea
whether Kim Taylor was ‘engaging’, blonde, pretty or a mother. She
was appointed head brewer at the Orange Brewery, a Clifton Inns
Firkin imitator in West London, in 1983, at the age of 23. Ann
Hills, writing for the Guardian, included Taylor as one of
many examples of women finding paid employment in areas previously
the preserve of men. Taylor eventually went on to be supervising
head brewer for the entire Clifton Inns group of brewpubs, though
what became of her thereafter is something of a mystery.

At Traquair
House in Scotland, Catherine Maxwell Stuart had been helping her
father in the tiny country house brewery since the early 1970s,
when she was around ten years old:

 


It was a great treat
because I was allowed to stay up late and help with the cooling
process which involved ladling the beer for up to three hours to
help it cool to the correct temperature…Then we had to wait for a
Customs office to come out and verify the original gravity so we
would sometimes be up until midnight. The other job I did was
cleaning the vessels – not so much fun but there was a huge amount
of scrubbing to be done before and after every brew.

 


When Peter
Maxwell Stuart died in 1990, Catherine not only became
the ‘lady laird’ but also took charge of the brewery, which
role she still performs today.

 


 


3.
Enough to form a football team

 


In the last thirty years, though brewing remains
male-dominated, things have changed. There
are now many breweries owned or run by women, such as Wilson Potter
of Manchester, Mallinson’s of Huddersfield, and Waen of Powys. A
number of them have formed a kind of promotional union, under the
name Project Venus, and have brewed several beers
together to date.

With the
increased interest in producing lager and other European styles
among newer (trendy) small breweries, there also seems to be an
influx of female technical expertise from continental
Europe, such as Italian brewer Giada Maria Simioni at
Huddersfield’s Magic Rock, and Swede Sarah Hjalmarsson at
Cornwall’s Harbour.

In the wake of Andrea Gillies, beer writing, too, has ceased
to be the sole preserve of bearded, professorial men peering over
the rims of their glasses. Melissa Cole’s
book Let Me Tell You About
Beer was published in 2011 and is the
first such general educational guide after the style of Michael
Jackson or Roger Protz, as far as we can tell, by a female writer.
‘Before [publisher] Anova came along, I was offered two book deals
to write a woman’s only guide for beer,’ Cole told us. She rejected
them. Let Me Tell
You isn’t a ‘girls’ guide’, and is
admirably gender-neutral in tone and design — no pink, no high
heels and handbags, and no Sex and
the City nonsense.

Another first
in the last decade was the appointment, in 2003, of 44-year-old
Paula Waters to the top job as chair of the Campaign for Real Ale —
a position she would hold for six years. Though, inevitably, the
press wanted her to talk about women and beer, and she was obliged
to give soundbites on that subject, she always confesses to finding
it ‘exceedingly tedious’ and something of a non-issue: ‘I firmly
believe that there are no real differences between men and women.’
She is proud of her time as CAMRA chair, but not because of
anything relating to her gender.

 


 


4.
Calm down, dear!

 


Why do we need a Project Venus? Why, when Harbour
appointed a female brewer, did the local newspaper focus on her
gender in the first line of the story? Why do some female beer
writers feel compelled to call themselves sluts,
beauties and babes? And why do women
working in pubs and bars still report the kind of incident
described by Rosie Pointon in a Tweet: ‘Award for most patronising
customer this week goes to the main who said “Obviously you don’t
drink real ale but what do you recommend?”’

The simple
answer is that the presence of women in the world of beer is not
quite regarded as completely normal, not yet. Melissa
Cole:

 


I think there’s a long
way to go. Women have been disenfranchised from beer for thirty to
forty years and it’s going to take time, it’s going to take effort,
it’s going to take commitment and it’s probably not going to fully
turn around in my lifetime.

 


She might be
right, though perhaps Mrs Lewis at the All Nations would have been
surprised to hear it.

 


September
2013

 


 


 


 



 Newquay Steam: Cornwall’s Own
Beer

 


In 1987, a pub-owning
entrepreneur looked at British brewing and decided it wasn’t
working.

Stylishly
packaged ranges of bottled beers trumpeting their purity and
quality are easy to find these days. Back in 1987, though,
bottled beer meant, in most cases, brown or light ale gathering
dust on shelves behind the bar in pubs, with labels that appeared
to have been designed before World War II. If you wanted to know
their ingredients, or their alcoholic strength, tough luck, because
the breweries didn’t want to tell you.

A cult beer
from Cornwall would play a major role in changing that scene.

Having
weathered the brewery takeover mania of the nineteen-sixties and
seventies, West Country family brewery Devenish was a strong
presence in the region, with more than 300 pubs from Wiltshire to
Penwith.

It was also a
household name, at least amongst anyone who had ever taken a
seaside holiday in Dorset, Devon or Cornwall. Nonetheless, in 1986,
the company was struggling. They had been forced to close their
brewery in Weymouth, Dorset, late in 1985, thereafter concentrating
operations in Redruth, Cornwall. At the same time, they had also
closed fifteen pubs. Profits continued to tumble.

Depending on
how you look at it, Devenish was either in need of rescue, or
vulnerable to predators.

Michael Cannon was born in Bedminster, Bristol, in 1939, and
left school in the 1950s (according to most accounts) ‘barely able
to read and write’. He worked as a poultry farmer in Avonmouth before entering the hospitality industry
as a chef with the Berni Inn chain. Then, in 1975, he bought a
stake in a pub in the centre of Bristol – the Navy Volunteer – and
began his ascent to the rich lists. By 1986, he was the boss of Inn
Leisure, which owned around 40 pubs in Bristol and surrounding
areas.

Cannon saw in
the struggling Devenish, and especially their large estate of West
Country pubs, a perfect opportunity. In February 1986, Inn Leisure
and Devenish ‘merged’. Cannon’s company put £35m into Devenish to
secure a controlling share, with the support of Whitbread’s
investment arm. After some initial confusion, it became apparent to
most people that this was a takeover by the smaller operation
which, in one swoop, took the total number of pubs under Cannon’s
control to almost 400.

People who worked with Cannon talk about him being ‘a
dynamo’, ‘dynamic and intense’, and he has described himself as
having a ‘low boredom threshold’. Journalists call him
‘colourful’. Looked at as a whole, his career in pubs and
brewing suggests a complete focus on achieving profit, without the
slightest sentimentality.  Newspaper headlines, perhaps
inevitably, tend to refer to Cannon
Fodder or Cannon
Fire.

On taking over
Devenish, he set about rejuvenating the company with
vigour. First, he evicted many sitting pub tenants, feeling
that they were paying too little rent, and replaced them with his
own managers. Then, in July 1986, news came of the resignation of
board member Bill Ludlow, a member of the former controlling
family, in the wake of a ‘clash over policy’.

Having
asserted his dominance, Cannon also set about revamping the
uninspiring range of rather too-similar, middle-of-the-road beers
produced by Devenish. Cornish Best and Wessex Best, both the same
strength, were made weaker and stronger respectively, while the
latter was given a saucy new name: Wessex Stud. It was joined by a
much bigger beer called Great British Heavy. West Country branches
of the Campaign for Real Ale very much approved, though they
remained anxious about Cannon’s plans for local pubs.

But that
wasn’t enough for Cannon: he wanted a slice of the burgeoning
‘designer beer’ market, and knew that the name Devenish, with its
suggestion of dusty old country pubs and deckchairs, was never
going to cut it. In the first instance, he renamed the brewing arm
of the company (the Redruth operation) ‘The Cornish Brewery
Company’, and there was more to come.

According to
Paul Hampson of design agency the Hampson Partnership, who worked
closely with Cannon on the design of this new brand, it was a trip
to America, and exposure to the growing US ‘craft beer’ scene, that
provided the necessary inspiration. Cannon was particularly
impressed, Hampson believes, by Anchor Steam, the flagship beer of
Fritz Maytag’s revived Anchor Brewing.

Anchor Steam
was one of the first US ‘craft beers’ to find favour in the UK from
the late 1970s onwards, primarily among CAMRA members, and under
the influence of Michael Jackson. Despite its attractive packaging
and interesting brewing process, Anchor Steam is not overly
aromatic and is a familiar brown colour – in other words, exotic
and yet also accessible to British drinkers brought up on best
bitter and Fuller’s ESB.

Having decided
that, somehow or other, ‘steam’ needed to be part of the story of
his new beer brand, Cannon next decided to imply a more glamorous
place of origin than the mining town of Redruth where it was
actually to be produced. In the late nineteen-eighties, Newquay, in
North Cornwall, was about as near as the UK got to the Californian
beach culture. It was famous for its world-class surfing and
increasingly popular with young holidaymakers. And so the name
Newquay Steam Beer was born.

But what,
apart from a snappy name, would be its unique selling point?

 


Unsure where to direct
its energies after the Big Six brewers had relented and
reintroduced cask ale to their ranges in the late 1970s, CAMRA had
been campaigning on various fronts.

One particular hobby horse was ‘pure beer’, brewed without
additives. Founder member Michael Hardman’s 1978 coffee table
book Beer
Naturally set the agenda. The ‘pure
beer’ baton was picked up by fellow founding member Graham Lees
who, having moved to Germany, became convinced that Britain needed
a version of the German Rheinheitsgebot beer purity
law; and also by beer writer Roger Protz, who published something
of a pure beer manifesto, Pulling a Fast
One, in 1978.

In 1986, ‘pure
beer’ was finally made a CAMRA priority, and, throughout that year,
the Campaign renewed its efforts for clearer labelling of beer
ingredients and the banning of ‘additives’. Then, either in
response to CAMRA’s lobbying or simply reacting to the same
external influences, towards the end of 1986, Samuel Smith’s of
Tadcaster launched ‘Natural Lager’. Acknowledging the influence, a
spokesman for Devenish said: ‘There’s a growing market for healthy
foods. Sam Smith’s have produced a bottled natural lager, but why
not have a complete range?’

This ‘health
food’ image might have been sufficient to make a success of Newquay
Steam, but Cannon was also determined to go all out on the
packaging and presentation. Paul Hampson:

 


[Cannon] had very firm ideas as to how the label for his new
Steam Beer range would look and there were very few of the graphic
devices associated with beer labelling that were left out. Had we
been handed an open brief, we might well have created a label less
complicated, but this wasn’t the time for that. We did, however,
ensure that all the elements of the design were beautifully
crafted, from label cut-outs and bottle shape, to the woodcut
illustrations, hand lettering and typography.

 


One design
feature that would come to define the image of Newquay Steam Beer
was its ceramic ‘Grolsch-style’ swing-top:

 


I
recall presenting our first bottle top sketches to Michael, the
result of which was a long silence. Didn’t I know how much
more expensive the ceramic top would make this new product and
wasn’t I aware of the potential cost saving of a standard metal
cap?  He then approved our ceramic top design and instructed
us to forge ahead with production without delay.

 


Cannon’s nose
for what would make money was infallible. Those stoppers, and
complete transparency about ingredients and alcohol content, helped
the brand stand out in a market place where beautiful-looking
bottled beers were then few and far between.

Will Wallis
worked at the Redruth Brewery from 1984 to 2004 and was involved in
quality assurance on the Newquay Steam beers. He recalls that
the workforce was enthusiastic about the product and just as
determined as Cannon to make it succeed:

 


As a proud Cornishman
I felt proud to have our ‘own beer’. There was a lot of hard work
put into the beer by a very excited workforce. We believed that
Steam Beer was unique on the market and stood a good chance of
being a success. Personally, I can remember working twelve hour
round the clock shifts with my colleagues who really believed in
the product and put in a lot of effort to help launch the brand and
make the whole thing a success.

 


Head brewer Tony Wharmby spoke to
CAMRA’s What’s
Brewing in July 1987:

 


[We have] had to
completely reorganise our operation… The water isn’t Burtonised, no
additives to help clarification or speed the process, and the need
to double ferment all have their challenges. The major operational
factors are the maturation time, which is weeks rather than days,
and the new labelling plant to accommodate the bottle shape and
complexity of the labels.

 


As Will Wallis
recalls it, it was a sign of Wharmby’s genuine belief in Newquay
Steam that he allowed his image to be used to market the beers
(though it is also possible that Cannon insisted on it as part of
his marketing strategy). Since then, many head brewers have put
their names, signature and even faces on ‘premium’ products, but it
was distinctly unusual at the time.

At launch in 1987, the range included bitter, strong bitter,
brown ale, strong brown ale, lager, strong lager, and a stout—an
unusually diverse selection at a time when most breweries in the UK
restricted themselves to brewing bitter and best bitter, with
perhaps a ‘strong ale’ at Christmas. A full-page advertisement
appeared in CAMRA’s What’s Brewing under the heading
Announcing Britain’s First Range Of Entirely
Natural Strong Beers… No Preservatives, No
Additive:

 


In response to an
ever-increasing demand for additive-free products, The Cornish
Brewery Company is delighted to announce the launch of their unique
range of natural beers. A unique choice of Lager, Bitter, Brown and
Stout: a unique choice of strengths: a totally new concept in
drinking which will appeal to all beer drinkers. Don’t miss your
chance to join the New Age of Steam.

 


Though some have suggested retrospectively that the beers
were ‘bland’ at the time they offered refreshing alternatives to
the market leading stout (Guinness) and brown ale (Newcastle). As
such, they found cautious approval from the new class of beer
critics, including Michael ‘Beer Hunter’ Jackson, who, in
his New World Guide to
Beer described ‘a range of well-made
all-malt brews’:

 


They are not Steam
Beers in the American sense, and the term was clearly conceived as
a marketing device. However, they are made in a way that it unusual
in Britain. They have a two-stage primary fermentation, and they
are cold-conditioned. The whole range is malt-accented and notably
clean-tasting.

 


That same year, it
seems Anchor Brewing in San Francisco got wind of Newquay Steam and
took, or threatened to take, legal action. (We have not been able
to find specific details.) In response, Cannon’s ‘Island Trading
Company’, which owned the Newquay Steam trademark, took Anchor to
court. The intention was to block Anchor’s plan to launch its own
Steam Beer on draught in the UK. With breath-taking nerve,
 Cannon’s lawyers argued that British customers were used to
ordering a ‘pint of Steam’, meaning Newquay Steam bitter, and that
another draught beer of the same name would be confusing to
them. It was at this time, it seems, that a story for the
origin of the name Newquay Steam was contrived: in Cornwall, the
lawyers claimed, ‘steam’ is slang for strong beer. We can find no
evidence to support that suggestion, and have certainly never heard
the phrase in use. Island Trading won their case, holding back the
arrival of draught American ‘craft beer’ in the UK.

The
success of Newquay Steam took many by surprise: from a standing
start, the equivalent of 35,000 barrels
were sold in 1988. (For comparison, London Pride sold 89,000
barrels in 2012-13.)

Cannon put
that success down, in large part, to the popularity of Newquay
Steam with other UK brewers who wanted to provide a choice of
interesting bottled beers in their pubs without importing or buying
from their more heavyweight competitors.

John Spicer, a leading drinks market analyst at the time,
told us: ‘Everyone in the City of London had high hopes for Newquay
Steam and there was a lot of interest in it.’ In their 1989 report
on the The Supply of
Beer, even the Government’s Monopolies and
Mergers Commission recognised that, though beer generally was
struggling in the marketplace, Newquay Steam seemed to be bucking
the trend.

It couldn’t last and, in 1991, Boddington’s of Manchester
made a hostile takeover bid. Whitbread sold their 15 per cent stake
to Boddington’s without a moment’s hesitation, much to Cannon’s
annoyance: ‘The cosy relationships of the past have been
shattered,’ he told the press. As Will
Wallis recalled, ‘The widespread belief was that as we were a
direct competitor, they wanted to purchase us and shut us down to
remove excess brewing capacity in the trade at that time.’
Michael Cannon, however, saw them off with his
customary vigour, though it was a close shave, and left the company
reeling and in need of cash. In May 1991,
the Newquay Steam brands were finally sold outright to Whitbread,
and Will Wallis recalls uncertainty at Redruth:

 


All artwork, recipes,
brewing and processing procedures were passed on to the new owners.
At that time we believed that the Newquay Steam range would
continue, produced elsewhere in the country using the premises, and
raw materials of the new owners.

 


Then, in July
the same year, head brewer Tony Wharmby and a Devenish director,
Paul Smith, bought the Redruth brewery for £700,000 and went into
business as contract brewers and bottlers.

Devenish
continued as a pub company and distributor until, by 1993, Cannon
had achieved his aims, and was ready to sell up on his own terms.
He had bought his stake of Devenish for £35m in 1986, turned a
failing company into one of the hottest brands in the industry, and
sold it to Greenalls (Whitbread) for £214m. He ploughed his
share of the profit (£26m) into a new pub company, capitalising on
changes in the industry following the 1989 ‘Beer Orders’.

The Newquay
Steam brand name lived on for short while, but the distinctive
swing-top bottles were ditched in favour of cans, with the beer
being brewed at Whitbread plants elsewhere in the country. What was
a great hope for the industry in 1989 was, by the end, a tarnished
brand and a lost opportunity. It seems to have disappeared
completely in around 1996.

The brewery at
Redruth closed for good in 2004, though there are currently plans
to redevelop the site, including proposals to install a
microbrewery.

Michael Cannon
made yet more money running and selling pub chains, and went on to
gain notoriety for his purchase and sale of another failing
brewery, Eldridge Pope of Dorchester, in 2004. He remains a
permanent fixture on ‘rich lists’.

Newquay Steam
Beer is fondly remembered my many who popped those ceramic stoppers
on beach holidays in the West Country in the late 80s and
1990s, and also by those who appreciated the opportunity to buy a
‘premium’ British lager, stout and brown ale produced by someone
other than the ‘Big Six’.
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 The Snug Bar Preservation
Society

For those of us who
feel sad whenever a pub vanishes, this is a sad life. Progress,
reconstruction, town-planning, war, all have one thing in common:
the pubs go down before them like poppies under the scythe.

Maurice Gorham, The
Local, 1939

 


Early in 2012,
regulars at the Ivy House, a 1930s pub in Nunhead, South London,
were stunned when its owners, Enterprise Inns, gave the manager a
week's notice and boarded the building up. Howard Peacock, a
secondary school teacher in his 30s who regarded the Ivy House as
his local, felt a ‘sense of massive injustice’:

 


[The] pub was one that should have been able to stay open in
any fair trading environment. The small local [pub company] that
was running it... had been making a go of it even with restricted
stocking options and limited profit margins thanks to the beer
tie...

 


In response,
he and fellow drinkers Tessa Blunden, Emily Dresner, Stuart Taylor
and Hugo Simms did something more than merely grumble and begin the
hunt for a new haunt: instead, they launched a campaign to SAVE THE
IVY HOUSE!

Nowadays, the
idea of such a community campaign on behalf of a pub hardly seems
remarkable – they are seen as an endangered species, the cruel
property developers' harpoons glancing off their leathery old skin
– but a hundred years ago, thing were very different. Back then, a
cull was underway.

 


 


Pub
Prohibition

 


Before World
War II, there was a general feeling that pubs needed to be either
demolished or ‘improved’. After several decades of unfettered
development in the 19th century, there were lots of them, and they
were felt to exert a bad influence on the working man, tempting him
to spend his wages on beer, rather than new shoes for the
children.

Temperance
campaigners were influential with local government bodies, staffed
by respectable church-going types, which began to put pressure on
brewers, refusing to grant licenses for new pubs unless several old
ones were ‘retired’. The brewers did not object too vigorously:
pubs which were larger, more efficient, and which might attract a
better-off crowd had a certain appeal. Brand new mansion-like
buildings began to appear, equipped for a brave new world, as
expressed by the Royal Commission on Licensing in 1931:

 


The ideal towards
which modern conceptions are tending is to make the public house,
as it ought to be, a place where the public can obtain general
refreshment, of whatever variety they choose, in decent, pleasant
and comfortable surroundings… [The] best types of public house
today are a direct discouragement to insobriety…

 


There had long been middle class interest in picturesque inns
and taverns, especially those with historic associations, but only
a handful of hopeless romantics seemed to be able to see any appeal
in the fast-disappearing corner boozers. On the eve of World War
II, journalist Maurice Gorham wrote the following
in The Local, a short book about London pubs illustrated by Edward
Ardizzone:

 


The question of
rebuilding demands a passing mention, as it is one of the
ever-present factors in the pursuit of pubs. Here the sentimental
pub-goer is opposed to all the interests – brewer, Bench, publican,
and, very often, staff. The modern café-pub, clean, light, airy,
spacious… has the blessing of modern thought. It is left to the
sentimentalists… to reply that the modern pub may be better, but
the old-fashioned pub was nicer…

 


 


Friendly Bombs, Ambitious Planners & Cut
Glass

 


World War II changed things. First, it accelerated the
process of the disappearance of the ‘locals’ Gorham so admired, as
Luftwaffe bombs pounded Britain’s industrial neighbourhoods,
destroying not only pubs but often the very communities
they served. (London lost 400 pubs through enemy
action, according to one estimate.)

At the same
time, it also sharpened people’s sense of what they were fighting
for – of what was quintessentially British – and made them look
back with fondness on the supposed idyll of the pre-war years. This
was doubly true for those who had spent years abroad, perhaps in
the desert or the Far East, yearning for a pint at the Dog &
Duck.

The scene was
set for yet another battle.

On one side were town planners who saw Britain’s damaged
towns and cities as canvases for ambitious Corbusier-inspired
schemes in concrete and glass which left little room for crumbling
Dickensian pubs. Victorian buildings, they thought, were dirty,
ugly, and standing in the way of better things. When in 1949
Maurice Gorham made a Return to the
Local, he included a chapter entitled
‘Obituary’: the pub, in his view, was in terminal ill
health.

But, as it
turned out, the planners would find themselves contending with a
new enemy – a sharp-elbowed preservation movement with supporters
in high places, willing to fight for almost any Victorian building,
however humble.

Victoriana was as unfashionable as could be in the 1930s but,
after the war, buildings which had previously been considered
gloomy and vulgar found new fans, such as the German-born
architectural critic Nikolaus Pevsner. Though he was not himself
much of a drinker, in 1947, he came out in favour of the
preservation of Victorian pubs, ‘rather to his own surprise’
according to his biographer Susie Harries. Ina 2011 blog post,
‘Pevsner in the Pub’, she quotes a 1947 radio broadcast in which he
rebutted Basil Oliver's book The
Renaissance of the English Public House and its championing of 'improved' mansion-like
pubs:

 


[He] calls what
Renaissance what I'd call Decline and Fall... [The] many new inns
of the motor roadside or the new housing estate, decent, clean
places... [look] for all the world like post-offices... The pub is
a beery place, and in our climate, it must be sheltered, low,
cosy... snugness, not smugness.

 


The Victorian
pub with its ‘rich Cuban mahogany, its bevelled and diamond-cut
glass, its grotesque and florid lettering’ was perfect – why change
it? His feelings were echoed in various writings by another
architectural big-hitter, John Betjeman, who would later become
poet laureate.

In 1958, both
Pevsner and Betjeman were among the founder members of the
Victorian Society. While it established itself and tried to draw up
a framework for establishing what was worthy, it lobbied, without
success, to save the grand arch outside Euston station. If
something so iconic had no place in the 1960s, what hope for
Victorian pubs? At that time, not one had ever been listed for
protection by the Government.

T.M.P.
Bendixon, writing in the Guardian in 1961, highlighted
this problem, but also suggested one drawback of the campaigners’
emotional tactics:

 


There is a third class
of buildings... that seem to possess neither architectural nor
unique sociological merit. Innumerable solid Victorian pubs,
mansions, and nondescript commercial buildings whose only value is
contrast with the simplicity of modern architecture seem equally
without distinction... Many, unfortunately, are either obsolete or
obstruct essential town replanning, but others fail to get reprieve
because appeals against their destruction are hysterical and
without finance.

 


Amongst many other more substantial buildings in the City of
London, Betjeman is said to have led a campaign against the
demolition of one particular pub, a gorgeous
arts-and-crafts-meets-art-nouveau extravaganza called the Black
Friar. Built in 1863, it was, in the words of Nicholas Taylor
writing for the Architectural
Review in 1964, ‘transformed into a
luscious folk-fantasy in about 1905 by H. Fuller Clark, an
otherwise unknown architect, and Henry Poole’. Outside London,
Betjeman also appealed against the demolition of the Bear and
Baculus as part of the redevelopment of the centre of Warwick. Both
buildings were saved.

A younger cultural critic, Ian Nairn, though he didn’t
particularly like the Black Friar, would take the baton from
Betjeman and become a particular champion of pubs throughout the
1960s, especially in his 1966 book Nairn's
London.

A consensus
was emerging among critics: pubs could have cultural and aesthetic
value, and their demolition should not be taken lightly.

 


 


A Cry
for Help

 


Despite the tentative efforts of Betjeman, Nairn and others,
by the early 1970s, a young writer called Christopher Hutt was
echoing Gorham’s ‘Obituary’ and declaring The Death of the English Pub in
a short book of that name:

 


With
a few exceptions... people have not effectively resisted the
changes that have been forced upon their pubs. On the face of it,
the reason could be that they do not care about these changes, even
that they welcome them. Anyone who knows a pub that has been tarted
up and given a gimmick treatment, or where the local beer has been
discontinued after a takeover, will know that this is not
true.

 


Hutt combined
the abstractions of the architectural critics with an enthusiasm
for actually drinking in pubs, making explicit the fact that
without them – without cellars and beer engines and hand-pumps –
there could be no ‘traditional draught beer’. He also highlighted
the particular impact of the brewery takeover mania of the 1960s as
breweries found themselves running multiple pubs in competition
with each other:

 


Until the mid-1960s there were three pubs in the village [of
Stiffkey] which had traditionally belonged to three separate
breweries, each based in Norwich. All three breweries were
swallowed up by Watney's, whose rationalisation programme arrived
in Stiffkey when the Victoria, the former Steward & Patteson
house, was closed in 1966. In 1969, it was followed by the Red
Lion, which had previously belonged to Bullard's, and in 1971 the
pub that had once been owned by Morgan’s Brewery... was shut
down...

 


Hutt went on
to be the second Chairman of the Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA) and
his book became one of the Campaign's founding texts. It was
impossible to care about beer in Britain without also caring about
pubs and CAMRA was to become a major player in the preservation
movement.

 


 


Local
Activism

 


In Manchester,
campaigners had calculated that in Salford, 65 of 250 pubs had been
lost between 1963 and 1978. In 1977, they fought alongside J.W.
Lees brewery to prevent the compulsory purchase and demolition of
the last Lees pub in Salford, the Welcome, on Ordsall Lane. They
whipped up public support, gained huge amounts of press coverage,
and delivered a petition with more than a thousand names. The
Council, meanwhile, remained dispassionate and logical:

 


At the enquiry a Council planner produced an impressive array
of statistics to show the acute housing shortage in Salford, but
she talked of 'Category Two Dwelling Units', 'football playing
surfaces' and 'child bed spaces'... She didn't talk about people,
children, communities, social life, friendship, Salfordians or
anything else which is important to the people of
Ordsall. (From Pub
Preservation, CAMRA, 1980.)

 


The compulsory
purchase order was upheld, but CAMRA campaigners learned a valuable
lesson: reasoned argument and playing the bureaucracy was more
effective than cheap PR stunts. In 1978, they defeated the
Council's plans to demolish the Grey Mare and the Old Veteran in
Weaste. This was a victory in its own right, but also led the
Council to reconsider its policy of sweeping clear entire areas for
development. Arguing with CAMRA and community representatives was
simply more trouble than it was worth.

Like
Christopher Hutt, Peter Lerner grew up in Cheshire. He joined CAMRA
as a student in 1973 and, by the late 1970s, was a committed
activist with his local branch in North Hertfordshire, where there
was great concern over the closure of pubs which were seen as
‘rural gems’. At the same time, in the real world, and partly
inspired by Ian Nairn, he had embarked on a career as a town
planner. As he grew to understand the system from the inside,
Lerner began to wonder if CAMRA might not have more success in
saving pubs if it engaged with the bureaucracy. He put this idea to
local organiser James Lynch who encouraged him to speak to the
National Chairman, the bear-like and affable Joe Goodwin. Lerner
recalled the conversation in correspondence:

 


Joe introduced me to
three people who were campaigning against pub closures and
desecration in the North of England. Ian MacMillan and the late
Tony Molyneux were writing radical articles in Mersey Drinker and
organising radical pro-pub campaigns in Liverpool, and Robin Bence
was part of a group in Manchester who were documenting the history
and survival of the great pubs of that city.

 


Together, they
formed the committee of CAMRA's new Pub Preservation Group, which
got underway in July 1979, with Lerner as Chair:

 


I guess that our
viewpoint was partly driven by nostalgia or ‘small c’ conservatism
– why do things which have been loved and celebrated for
generations need to change?

 

 


By the turn of
the 1980s, many of the grand town planning schemes of the post-war
period had either been completed or, like the redevelopment of
London's Covent Garden, abandoned altogether. So, at first, the
emphasis for the PPG was on preserving the unique character of
individual pubs rather than preventing their demolition.

The PPG
battled valiantly under the leadership of Lerner and later Jenny
Greenhalgh. It declared 1984 the Year of the Pub, and began to give
awards not only for preservation but also for newly-designed pubs
that reflected essential ideas of ‘pubness’. But the Group was
never entirely sure of the support of CAMRA’s membership, as the
Campaign went through a wobble in the early 1980s, unsure where to
direct its efforts now that, in the eyes of many, the battle for
cask ale had been won. Peter Lerner:

 


[We] met quite a few
CAMRA members who could not get past the idea that the beer was the
reason for campaigning, and as long as there was somewhere to drink
it, the surroundings did not matter.

 


As for
brewers, they’d got what they thought was the message: Victorian
pubs were what people wanted, and that’s what they were going to
get. Whenever they were built, from 1660 to 1960, pubs across the
country were given tacky faux-19th century makeovers, all dark
wood, mirrors and carpets, but done on the cheap, and to a uniform
design. Meanwhile, many real historic pubs continued to be sold off
for residential or commercial use by brewers who could not afford
to be sentimental.

Over the
course of the next decade or so, however, the idea that pubs were
part of our heritage and needed to be preserved seeped into
mainstream thought. New concepts such as the high street ‘super
pub’ brought home to people with no special interest in beer or
architecture that something special was being lost, and the idea
that the pub was doomed became a commonplace idea reflected in
endless newspaper articles.

In 1991,
CAMRA’s Pubs Group (what had been the PPG) began to collate a
National Inventory of historic pub interiors as an emergency
measure, with the hope of prompting a national outcry. They hoped
to find 500 reasonably intact pub interiors, but they found less
than half that number. In particular, they discovered that
unspoiled, simple rural pubs with little architectural value were
particularly scarce – they identified fewer than 20.

It certainly contributed to the pressure on government and
1994 saw English Heritage publish guidelines for preserving pubs,
and encouraging customers to recommend their local for listing on
the grounds of historic or architectural significance. Then, from
1996, CAMRA launched another publicity drive and began to indicate
historic interiors in their annual Good Beer Guide. The tone of this
exercise, however, was rather pessimistic – warning hunters off the
last few specimens in the wild, with every expectation that they
would soon be extinct.

Has the pub
preservation movement, on the whole, been successful? Peter Lerner
thinks not:

 


Far too many (in my
opinion) pubs have closed for good, but at the same time, people’s
changing habits mean that they no longer value their local in the
way that they might have done even thirty years ago. This is not to
say that there are not some splendid and characterful pubs still
around, and well done to those who have worked hard to keep them
that way. But for every unspoiled gem there are twenty Harvesters
or All Bar Ones, and there is little difference between them and
your local branch of Costa or Pizza Express. And nobody is going to
campaign to preserve those.

 


 


Community Assets

 


But there is a
glimmer of hope for those who think pubs are worth fighting for.
Last year, after a long battle, the Ivy House in
Peckham was indeed saved. The 2011 Localism Act gave new
powers to community groups. In 2013, Howard Peacock and his
colleagues became the first to use those powers to save a pub by
having it certified as an ‘asset of community value’, and asserting
their right to run it themselves as a ‘service’:

 


Now that the pub is up
and running there is a different kind of stress: the knowledge that
we have to have a business which is not only profitable but also
lives up to the expectations of the community and - frankly - is
the best pub in the world.

 


Suddenly, it
seems, it is less important how a pub looks, who built it, or
whether Nell Gwynne once bought a pork pie in the lounge bar – what
matters is that people love it.

 


March 2014


 Mellow Brown vs. The Amarillo
Kid

 


A brewery has
operated from the rear of the Blue Anchor, a rambling granite-built
pub on Helston's main drag, since at least the turn of the 20th
century, and to say it has a cult reputation among enthusiasts of
traditional British beer would be an understatement.

It was as we
were winding up an afternoon drinking session that we first met the
head brewer, Tim Sears, in the back yard of the pub and asked
whether he would mind telling us which variety of hops were used in
Spingo Jubilee IPA. (We were obsessing over East Kent Goldings at
the time.)

‘Amarillo,’ he said, with a just-noticeable curl of his
lip.

An American
variety noted for its pungent pop-art tangerine aroma,
Amarillo was first released to the market in 2000. There are
pint glasses at the Blue Anchor that have been in service
longer.

‘That’s Gareth’s doing,’ he continued. ‘He’s the brewery
manager. See those sacks of spent hops?’ He pointed to a corner by
the gents’ toilets. ‘That little one’s mine; his is overflowing! I
tell him he uses too many.’

‘Fascinating,’ we thought, Spock-like.

A few weeks
later, we got hold of Tim’s email address and explained that we
were interested in finding out more. ‘Tension is a bit strong!’ he
replied, ‘but I know what you mean.’ And so, on a paint-peelingly
hot afternoon in July, Bailey took a trip to the brewery.

 


As he lives in
Penzance, Tim agreed to pick me up and save me a bus fare, ‘As long
as you don't mind me smoking, and Dutch music… Gezondheid, tot
dinsdag!’

Sure enough, as we
hurtled along the coast road, weaving around tractors and convoys
of German tourists, the car stereo played a stream of oompah-ing
Nederlandse pop-rock.

‘What’s the Dutch connection?’ I asked.

‘Belgian beer,’ he replied. ‘About ten… twelve… ten or twelve
years ago, we went on a trip, a coach trip, to Belgium, and I loved
it. I got on well with the bloke who ran the hotel where we were
staying and now he’s sort of a pen pal. I write to him every week,
in Dutch.’

Tim isn’t a
native Cornishman but has been brewing Spingo Ales at the Blue
Anchor in Helston since 1981. ‘I’d been home brewing for a while
and winning awards,’ he said, lifting a hand from the steering
wheel to circle his cigar in air for emphasis, ‘so when I saw that
they were advertising for a new brewer I said, “Yes, please! I’ll
have some of that.”’ The landlord gave him a six week trial: ‘I
never did find out if I’d got the job.’

People
sometimes talk about the Blue Anchor as if it’s been exactly the
same, and brewing the same beer, for 400 years. It’s more
complicated than that, but ‘Middle’, its flagship beer, is
certainly nearing its 100th birthday, having first been brewed to
celebrate the return of Helston boys from the First World War, in
1919. ‘As far as I know, it’s the same recipe,’ Tim said, ‘but the
original paperwork isn’t available. It’s been 1050 OG, Goldings, as
long as I’ve been brewing it.’

Elsewhere,
there have been tweaks: Spingo Special went from 1060 to 1066 to
celebrate the marriage of Charles and Diana in 1981, and at some
point, crystal malt got added to the recipe. ‘Devenish [a defunct
regional brewery] used to supply the malt and they weren’t too
careful cleaning out the chutes for our order, so we got pale malt
with a bit of crystal mixed in, which I used for specials.
Nowadays, we mix it ourselves.’

To put some
space between it and the amped-up Special, Christmas Special went
up to 1076. (It’s now back down to 1074, to avoid the higher duty
bracket.) Spingo Best, too close in gravity to Middle, got quietly
dropped, as did a1033 ‘Ordinary’: ‘We called that Mrs Bond, because
she was the only one that drank it.’

Tim is clear
about his own tastes: ‘I don’t like a hoppy beer. I prefer that
malty sweetness – that sort of Cornish traditional taste.’

(We have long
felt that West Country ale is almost a style in its own right –
less attenuated, heavier in body, with barely any discernible hop
character. If you've tried the bland, sweet Sharp's Doom Bar, or St
Austell's HSD, then you'd recognise Spingo Middle from the family
resemblance, though it's less smooth, and less consistent, than
either of those bigger brewery brands.)

‘Obviously, you’ve got to have hops,’ he conceded, ‘but
they’re there for bitterness. They shouldn’t make your beer smell
of fruit. I can’t stand when people say they can smell
lemon or citrus or passion fruit, or whatever.’

A couple of
years ago, his colleague Gareth, and Ben, a son of the Blue
Anchor’s licensees, went on a three-week course at Brewlab in
Sunderland. They came back with new ideas. The stout Ben designed
for his coursework is now a regular at the pub, and is called,
obviously, Ben’s Stout. Cornwall isn’t stout-drinking country, but
it ticks over. ‘Ben doesn’t drink it, though,’ said Tim. ‘He drinks
my Bragget – no hops, malt, honey, apple juice, first brewed to
commemorate the town’s charter, granted by King John in 1201.’

But it was
Gareth upon whom the course had the most profound effect. ‘The IPA,
that was my beer originally, brewed for the Queen’s Jubilee in
2002. But then Gareth got hold of it and now it’s all—’ A faint
shake of the head. ‘Amarillo.’

At the pub,
Tim, in sleeveless T-shirt and wellies, disappeared up the granite
staircase into the steam of a brewery which is cramped and hot on
the best of days, and handed me over to Gareth, who was just
concluding his morning shift.

We had
developed a picture of a maverick young hipster obsessed with
‘craft beer’, perhaps riding around the brewery on a skateboard. In
fact, though he is younger than Tim by some years, he is
softly-spoken, practically-minded, and, in his black working
t-shirt, more mechanic than artist. A Helston local, he worked his
way up to the post of brewery manager from cleaning barrels and the
occasional stint behind the bar.

‘I do like hoppy beers,’ he said, sipping instant coffee from
a chipped mug at a plastic table in the pub’s garden, ‘but I mostly
drink more mellow things, if I’m honest. Middle, St Austell HSD –
things like that.’

This did not
bode well for our hopes of finding a British version of the
feuding Bjergsø brothers of Mikkeller and Evil Twin fame: Tim and
Gareth do not hate each other; they are definitely not ‘at war’. So
I decided to poke the nest with a stick: what did Gareth think of
Tim’s assertion that hops should really only be used to add
bitterness?

‘I disagree with him about that,’ he said, with something just
approaching roused passion. ‘Hops should be there to give
flavour. Definitely.’

Another new
Spingo ale for which Gareth takes the credit (or perhaps the blame,
from Tim’s perspective) is the 4% golden Flora Daze. When we first
tried it on the weekend it was launched, in March 2012, it seemed
startlingly different to its stable-mates, and we observed
conservative regulars at the bar recoiling at its
lemon-zestiness.

‘We have our beer distributed through Jolly’s – LWC – and they
wanted something lighter and hoppier,’ Gareth said. ‘I’d just
learned recipe formulation at Brewlab and Flora Daze is what I came
up with.’

A short while
later, we all three reconvened at the top of the steps by the
brew-house, where Tim was stirring the mash with a wooden brewer’s
paddle. He finished it by swinging a great wooden lid onto the
blue-painted tun dating from the 1920s, and covered that with eight
old malt sacks, for insulation.

Perspiring and
out of breath, he leaned on the stable door and took a long draught
from a cool pint of Spingo Middle. ‘Jolly’s wanted something
under 4%,’ he said, picking up the Flora Daze story, ‘but we just
can’t go that low. Spingo Ales are strong – that’s what makes them
special.’ He admitted, though, that he did roll his eyes on first
seeing the recipe. ‘Gareth usually brews it, but I can do
it, and have. I follow the recipe and stick to the spec.’ He paused
before delivering the punchline: ‘I just don’t drink the
stuff.’

In the quiet
tug of war, Tim seems to be slowly getting his own way, and Gareth
acknowledged that both the re-vamped IPA and Flora Daze have, at
Tim’s urging, become less intensely hoppy. ‘I’m happier with them
as they are, though,’ Gareth said. ‘They’re more in balance
now.’

Gareth’s real
influence is in the pursuit of consistency, as he explained showing
me around the crowded pub cellar which doubles as a home for six
hot-tub-sized fermenting vessels. ‘Our beer is slightly different
every time,’ he acknowledged, with a mix of pride and anxiety.
‘It’s a small brew-house, we do everything by hand, and the malt
and hops vary from batch to batch. The weather, too – that can have
an awful effect. Oh, yeah – a big effect.’

But he is
working on these problems and has instituted lots of small changes.
In the last year, for example, he has taken the radical step of
having lids fitted to the fermenting vessels so that the beer is no
longer exposed to the air. Nothing fancy, though – just sheets of
Perspex. There’s a sense that, with too much steel and precision,
it would cease to be Spingo.

But perhaps
this most traditional of British breweries will see more change
yet. Tim, not perhaps as conservative as we thought, confessed that
he had sometimes wondered about brewing something to reflect his
interest in Belgian beer. And Gareth, wistfully, and almost
embarrassed, muttered: ‘I have… Well, I have thought about a
single-hop beer, Amarillo – something a bit stronger.’

A US-inspired
Spingo IPA?

‘Yeah, I suppose that’s the kind of style I’d be going for…’
He shook his head. ‘But, no, we’ve got enough different beers for
now.’

 


In the end,
what we found at the Blue Anchor wasn't high drama or a bitter
feud, but a kind of dialogue, and our original choice of word,
tension, feels about right. We suspect that similar
debates are occurring in traditional breweries up and down the
country, and around the world, perhaps not always in such a
civilised manner.

 


August
2014


 Welcome to Adnamsland

 


There is no train to
Southwold and the nearest station is at Halesworth, a small inland
market town of weathered red-brick. Before catching our connecting
bus, we spent an hour wandering in the unseasonably warm late
September sunlight, past the old maltings by the railway line, and
along the high street – or, rather, the Thoroughfare. It was busy,
in a sedate way, populated with butchers, bakers and other family
businesses. There were also occasional reminders that this is a
part of the world is rich in history, such as the grotesque lions,
fox, monkey and other animals carved in naive medieval style over
the entrance to an otherwise nondescript café.

We enjoyed our
first pints of Adnams’s beer on home turf, more-or-less, at the
White Hart. Startlingly different to how it had tasted so many
times in lacklustre London pubs, we found Southwold Bitter crisply
hoppy, with an almost desiccating bitterness – brown, yes, but
certainly not boring. We could not help but wonder with some
excitement how much better it might taste in Southwold, under the
watchful eye of the brewery.

 


Southwold
isn’t merely by the sea – it’s at sea, as if designed to
make naval captains on half pay feel at home while they await a new
commission. Gunhill, at the top of town, has a row of cannons
pointing out into Sole Bay, and there are white-painted semaphore
posts at various points along the seafront. Most obviously, there
is the lighthouse. It is no wave-battered Wolf Rock, being, rather,
a block in from the promenade and cosily surrounded by terraced
houses. By day, it looks merely picturesque. At night, however, as
its beams rotate silently across the sky, projecting far out to
sea, it becomes imposing, reassuring, and rather magical.

Photographers
seem drawn to another local institution – the pastel-painted beach
huts which line the sea wall. They’re certainly photogenic but
also hint at something unnerving about Southwold – it is a
town mugging for Instagram, permanently made-up and presenting
its prettiest profile.

The town
centre has more than its fair share of businesses selling an
aspirational vision of the country-coastal lifestyle – designer
hunting jackets, red trousers, polka-spotted Wellington boots, and
striped sailor shirts that wouldn’t last ten minutes in a gale
eight at German Bight.

We heard
hardly any Suffolk accents. The ripest belonged to a farmer selling
apples on the market square, although he was so square-jawed and
stereotypically rugged that we weren’t entirely convinced it wasn’t
Rupert Everett preparing for an acting role.

While we were
buying apples, a London cab sailed by, but it wasn’t black – it was
purple, and covered in slogans in yellow type – the campaign
vehicle for the right-wing populist political party UKIP, no less.
We later saw it parked in a driveway on the edge of town.

What saves Southwold from feeling completely twee is the
presence of a thumping great working brewery. People in boiler
suits shared the streets with well-to-do second-homers up from
London; the smell of mashing malt and steeping hops was always on
the air; and whenever the scene began to resemble too closely an
episode of the Vicar of
Dibley, a fork-lift truck would come
skidding out of the brewery gates, heading for one of the many
ancillary workshops or warehouses.

 


For a small
town (its population is officially only 800) Southwold has plenty
of pubs, most, if not all, owned by Adnams.

The Lord
Nelson is the most immediately eye-catching. Only a few steps from
the sea, its hanging sign constantly creaks in the breeze, and
frosted windows break the warm light inside into gleaming,
flickering spots. We visited on Friday night and found it busy but
not quite crowded. There was a group of young people drinking the
seasonal dark Old Ale from dimpled mugs and a tableful of
white-haired locals on lager, bitter, whisky and wine. The walls
are covered in nautical memorabilia and legal documents relating to
the pub’s ownership in years gone by. It is the kind of Olde Inn
tourists look for but is by no means insincere.

The Red Lion
is similarly cosy, but the service was more business-like on our
visit, with two professional barmen despatching drinks with
efficiency, and as much banter as necessary, but not a word more. A
man at the bar who had over-indulged on Broadside was lecturing
them about something or other, obnoxiously and only
semi-coherently, but they took it in turns to listen to and humour
him.

The Sole Bay
Inn is a corner pub in what looks like an early Victorian building
within sight of the brewery gates. Recently made over in
bright-and-breezy beachside style, it felt modern and fresh when
busy, but rather sterile when quiet. We saw it in the latter mood
on a week night as we sipped Adnams’s own whisky and sloe gin while
the manager polished the bar, determined to stay open until the
scheduled closing hour, despite the end-of-season atmosphere. When
the pub was busy, a large part of the crowd seemed to be brewery
staff, which must say something.

The Harbour
Inn, on the way out of town towards Walberswick, sits on the edge
of the River Blyth and, as publicity for the pub wryly observes,
‘sometimes in it’. It has lots of levels and small rooms and the
one in which we found ourselves had a hatch opening on to the
floor-level of the upstairs bar through which pints were passed by
crouching staff. All the electrical points were mounted around the
ceiling, out of reach of the average flood, and the flooring and
furniture were designed to withstand an influx of muddy water.

But Adnams
also has the drink-at-home market sewn up with two outlets in town
– a small corner shop near the Red Lion, and a vast modern showroom
where beer plays a supporting role to wine, spirits (Adnams
produces its own vodka, gin and whisky), retro-vintage advertising
and high-end kitchenware.

 


We spent much
of each day tramping from one village to another, or around suburbs
that had once been villages, researching family history, searching
for names on headstones and war memorials, and following the
folk footpaths Boak’s ancestors might have used, from
churchyard to pub. As we wandered, we realised something: though
almost every village we passed through had a whitewashed Adnams
pubs at its heart, the brewery does not entirely dominate this part
of Suffolk.

Dunwich is
famous primarily because the oldest part of it was swallowed up by
the sea. It used to have a superior harbour until the sands shifted
several hundred years ago, and Southwold gained the upper hand.
There is a lingering pride in Dunwich’s historical status – in the
vast number of herring it used to pay in taxes each year, for
example – and perhaps also, even today, some bitterness. The Ship
Inn, a safe distance from the fragile coastline, is all dark wood
and corners. It serves Adnams, but also beers from Norfolk. Its
large, sloping garden is home to several decrepit fruit trees, and
we found the grass thick with rotting apples and pears. A tweedy,
well-to-do elderly couple stalked through collecting the fallen
fruit in carrier bags, exclaiming cheerfully, ‘We feed them to our
pig!’

In
Kessingland, we found more apples, cluttering up bus stops, rolling
in gutters, and for sale in plastic bags on trestle tables on
driveways and lawns. Another town which is no longer as important
as once it was, it lacks Southwold’s prim cuteness, being more the
kind of place where pensioners in anoraks huddle under shelters
eating sandwiches from Tupperware boxes, and where working people
actually live. There is no freshly-painted Adnams house, either.
One pub is boarded up, while another looked rather down-at-heel and
was closed, and so we killed 30 minutes in Livingstone’s, a ‘fun’
pub on the site of the local wildlife park, ‘Africa Alive!’
Cavernous and dimly lit, it throbbed with dance music playing for
the benefit of the bar staff and two young men at the pool table.
There was Adnams’s ale but it was served alongside beer from a
local microbrewery.

At Carlton
Colville, now on the edge of Lowestoft, but once a village in its
own right, we enjoyed pints of Elgood’s from Cambridgeshire at
the Bell Inn, and helped the publican round-up a gang of dogs which
had escaped from the garden and were causing chaos on the main road
into town. As we waited for a bus, we noticed that the hedgerow
opposite was overrun with wild hops.

In Lowestoft proper, we knew we weren’t in Adnamsland
anymore. The town expanded dramatically as a fishing port in the
19th century and again in the 1960s with North Sea oil
exploitation, but has since declined considerably along with those
industries. Its high street is now too long for the number of
businesses in operation and what should be a quaint old town feels
run-down and, frankly, rough. Adnams, with its Country Living brand, doesn’t
seem to ‘do’ decline, and is barely present.

 


What is the secret to Adnams’s success, and why is it not
held in the same contempt as its near neighbour, Greene
King?

For one thing,
Adnams’s beer is, on the whole, good.  Though none
of the pints of bitter we drank in Southwold were as transcendent
as our first in Halesworth, they were always satisfying and
interesting, with a suggestion of salty shrubbiness which evoked
the marshy landscape. Old Ale, really a sort of ‘best mild’, was
resolutely old-school – all caramel and brewing sugars. But, as
well as satisfying the needs of traditional ale drinkers,
Adnams has also dipped its toes into the (not literally) murky
waters of ‘craft beer’. The extravagantly perfumed, citrusy Ghost
Ship is Adnams’s take on ‘pale-n-hoppy’ cask-conditioned golden
ale, and sits alongside new keg beers such as Dry Hopped Lager and
Innovation IPA – the latter a more successful experiment than the
former, but both better on draught than from bottles.

Adnams has
also avoided gaining a reputation for ruthless business practices:
if it has been in the habit of taking over other breweries and
their brands, either it happened a long time ago, or we haven’t
being paying attention.

While we were
in town, we learned that the firm has expanded into Holkham in
North Norfolk – geographically distant, but culturally similar –
which confirmed our feeling that its ambition has been directed not
into indiscriminate expansion, but into becoming part of a genteel
middle class lifestyle: the brewing equivalent of John Lewis.

 


November 2014


 Where the Boddies is
Buried

 


In its heyday, Boddington's Bitter was among the most
highly-regarded of British beers, and the
pride of its home city of Manchester. These days, it is rather
unloved and rootless. Where did it all go wrong?

When we
interviewed him in 2012, Michael Hardman, one of the founders of
CAMRA, mentioned Boddington’s, alongside Young's Ordinary, as
typifying the ‘intense bitterness’ that, as a young man, he
sought in a pint of ale: it was what those early campaigners were
fighting for. Beer writer and CAMRA stalwart Roger Protz has
similarly rosy memories, as he recalled in an article on his
website in 2012: ‘The first time I drank it, in a pub in Hyde,
Cheshire, I thought I had died and gone to heaven: I couldn't
believe beer could taste that good.’ John Keeling, head brewer at
Fuller's and a native Mancunian, named it as his number one
'desert island beer' in a 2012 interview for the Allgates Brewery
blog: ‘In 1974 at the start of my brewing career there was no
better drinking beer than Boddington's.’ And Manchester-based CAMRA
activist Peter Alexander, who blogs under the name
Tandleman, told us in an email:

 


It
was a very dry beer, yet intensely bitter throughout, though not
greatly hoppy. I'm guessing early hop additions to give that
intensity of bitterness throughout. Good mouthfeel too – not thin
at all.

 


But it isn't just a matter of nostalgia. Contemporary 1970s
sources note, albeit without waxing lyrical, that Boddington's was
‘well hopped’ (Frank Baillie's Beer
Drinker's Companion, 1973), ‘One of the
best’ (the first edition of the CAMRA Good Beer Guide, 1974) and
‘exceptionally bitter’ (Good Beer
Guide 1977). A more evocative
description of how Boddington's tasted in its prime comes from a
letter to What's
Brewing from Mike Field of Batley,
published in May 1984: ‘[It had a] bitterness that clawed at
the back of the throat and took you back to the bar for another
one.’

It owed some of its reputation to what the 1978
Good Beer Guide called
its ‘distinctive straw colour’, and Ewart Boddington,
brewery chairman from 1970 to 1989, is said (by Mr Field) to have
put the beer's popularity down to the fact that it ‘looked like
lager’.

Somewhere along the line, however, even as Britain was in the
midst of the late-1970s real ale craze, Boddington's edge began to
blunt. The story is told by the brief entries in successive
editions of the Good Beer
Guide: by 1983, it had ceased to be
‘exceptionally bitter’ and had become, instead, ‘A popular light
quaffing bitter’, and the 1984 edition noted that ‘locals are
concerned that the bitter has lost some of its distinctive
character’.

While it is
possible that politics might have coloured local perceptions to an
extent – when Boddington's took over the nearby Oldham Brewery in
1982, it caused a serious falling-out with CAMRA – there are many
accounts like this one from blogger Paul Bailey (no
relation):

 


[As] far back as
the late 1970s, when I was still living in Manchester, rumours
abounded that Boddington’s had reduced the hopping rate of their
most famous product to make it less aggressively bitter (blander),
so as to increase its appeal to a wider audience. This was
confirmed by someone we knew who worked at the brewery, although
the company strenuously denied it  (they would, wouldn’t
they?). We ended up voting with our feet and switched to drinking
in Holts’ pubs, where the bitter still tasted like bitter, and was
also quite a bit cheaper as well!

 


Mike Field's letter to What's
Brewing quoted above, along with
complaints at the 1984 CAMRA AGM, prompted the brewery liaison
officer, microbiologist Kevin Buckley, to look into the matter. In
a report in the April 1984 edition of What's Brewing, he concluded as
follows:

 


The
traditional bitter was fermented to a very low final gravity –
around 1000 – removing all fermentable sugars. Now fermentation is
allowed to stop at an earlier stage... This affects the palate of
the beer, increasing the 'palate fullness' or 'body' of the beer,
so the light, slightly thin palate becomes smoother... In
combination with the reduction in 'bitterness' and the use of less
fragrant hop, the net effect is to produce a beer with a 'smoother
mouthfeel', less after-palate, less alcohol and less hop-aroma....
The colour of the beer has also apparently increased – to mimic the
more commonly accepted 'national' bitters.

 


And it worked,
eventually: ‘blanded out’, Boddington's did indeed become a
national brand, in the 1990s, after the brewery was sold to
Whitbread. Launched in cans in 1990, it was the bestselling canned
bitter for almost a decade, supported by glossy but self-mocking
adverts capitalising on its Mancunian roots in the era of the Happy
Mondays and Oasis.

But it wasn't
really Boddington's – it was an impostor, especially when, after
2004, new owners Interbrew moved production out of the City. Some
Mancunians continued to drink it out of habit or nostalgia, while
CAMRA members and other beer geeks wouldn't be seen dead
with a pint of its ‘smooth’ keg incarnation. They weren't
interested in ‘creaminess’ – instead, they yearned for that dry,
golden, truly bitter beer of 30 years before.

 


 


Filling a Boddington's-Shaped Hole

 


The first to
attempt to plug the gap was Manchester brewery Marble which
launched 'Manchester Bitter' in around 2001. Never intended as a
clone, MMB started from the idea that Boddington's Bitter in its
prime was actually a single expression of a localised style. In
2011, head brewer James Campbell was quoted by journalist
Will Hawkes: ‘It’s a pale, mid-strength, hoppy bitter beer, as
was drunk in Manchester 30 years ago. That’s the tradition
here.’

Clone or not,
how close does it come to its inspiration? According to Tandleman,
‘It does reflect... the dryness and colour of the original
Boddington's Bitter, but not the strength – it is much
stronger.’

When we drank
it at the gorgeously tiled Marble Arch pub in May 2014, we found it
hard to distinguish from any number of other ‘pale'n'hoppy’ beers
from the north of England, though perhaps less flowery or perfumed
than some examples. If we could arrange for a pint of 1970s
Boddington's Bitter to be transported through time and space, would
it strike us the same way? We suspect so.

In 2013,
another Manchester brewery released a beer inspired, at least to
some degree, by Boddington's. J.W. Lees is a large family
concern founded in 1828, with a rather conservative image. Their
Manchester Pale Ale (MPA) at 3.7% on cask is an attempt to do
something that, by their standards, is rather ‘out there’ – that is
to say, not brown. MPA is the name of this particular beer, but,
again, seems to imply that there might once have been an entire set
of beers in this style – golden, dry, and ‘sessionable’.

Perhaps partly
because we're suckers for context and cues provided by packaging
and branding, we fell hard for MPA as consumed in a Manchester pub.
While its bitterness didn't claw at the back of our
throats, it did trigger that pleasant chain reaction:
pint-thirsty-pint-thirsty-pint... The crusty-bread character we've
previously noted in the same brewery's bitter is present and
correct, but complemented with more and brighter hops. It won't
excite green-nostriled lupulin addicts frantically seeking their
next fix, but as a beer to settle on for a few hours, it would be
hard to beat.

Our own contribution to this nascent sub-style was a set of
notes emailed to Matt Lovatt at Kirkstall Brewery who produced a
beer under the name Revitalisation! for our appearance at North Bar
in Leeds to promote Brew
Britannia. We referred to a 1987
Boddington’s Bitter recipe supplied Ron Pattinson and Kristen
England which suggested all pale malt and a touch of sugar,
and then lots of Goldings hops to achieve dry bitterness without
much aroma.

Matt put a lot
of thought into interpreting our suggestions and came up with a
beer that, as a beer inspired by Michael Hardman's memories of
Boddington's or Young's, was probably not quite right. It was,
however, very clean, pleasingly austere, and extremely drinkable –
a very ‘beery’ beer.

 


The
Cream of Manchester

 


We
couldn't leave the north without drinking at least one pint of the
real thing – or at least, the beer that bears the brand of the real
thing these days. We found ‘smooth’ keg Boddington's Bitter on
offer at a pub in central Manchester alongside a ‘super cold’'
variant. (Hardly necessary, surely, as the standard version makes
your teeth chatter.) It came with an inch of shaving foam on top –
weird-looking even in a part of the world where a 'tight creamy
head' is the norm – and bubbles clustered on the inside of the
apparently slightly grubby glass. It tasted... well, not bad,
really. Extremely bland, of course, with a touch of sweetcorn, and
reminiscent of, say, Estrella Damm, but, for all that, not
terrible.

None of the
beers mentioned above are the best or most exciting you will find
in Manchester – it is a city crammed with great bars and pubs – but
we think they do tell you something about its culture and history,
and drinking three beers that aren't quite Boddington's
can certainly help you discern its outline in the void.

A final tip
from Tandleman: ‘If you want a beer that tastes pretty much as I
recall the original Boddington's Bitter, I'd suggest Linfit Gold
Medal from the Sair Inn near Huddersfield.  It is a near as
I've ever had.’

 


May 2014


 Only a Northern
Brewer

 


The North West of England plays a large part in the story
told in Brew Britannia. The four founders of the Campaign for Real
Ale were all from Manchester or Warrington. Christopher Hutt,
author of the seminal 1973 book The Death
of the English Pub and CAMRA’s second
chairman, grew up in Cheshire. In Chorlton-on-Medlock in the early
1990s, Brendan Dobbin’s West Coast Brewing gave beer geeks the
opportunity to experience beer made with aromatic ‘new world’ hops
long before they became mainstream. One of the founders of North
Bar, which opened in Leeds in 1997 and is generally credited as the
first ‘craft beer bar’, is actually a Stockport native who was
directly inspired by the Manchester bar scene he enjoyed in his
youth. Mash & Air, a trendy bar-restaurant complex that opened
on the corner of Chorlton and Canal Streets in the city centre at
around the same time, was an early venture for Alistair Hook of
London’s Meantime Brewing, and the country’s first really serious
bastion of ‘craft keg’. But the story of one local hero, David
Pollard, sadly did not find a place in our final draft.

 


After 1975, a kind of chain reaction seems to have been
triggered. CAMRA membership kept climbing, hitting 30,000 by March
that year, and specialist pubs catering to ‘the real ale craze’
sprouted across the country. New brewers began to appear in
ever greater numbers, too, and among the first
wave of new breweries was Pollard’s of Reddish Vale in Stockport,
Cheshire, run by a towering man with a drooping moustache and thick
sideburns – David Pollard.

Pollard left school and went straight into the brewing trade
in 1950, working alongside his father, George, as an apprentice at
Robinson’s in Stockport. He went on to work at various breweries
across England, finding himself repeatedly shunted on as, one by
one, they fell to the Big Six. He became increasingly angry and
frustrated, as expressed in a 1975 article in the
Observer:

 


The accountants and
engineers had started running things. All the big firms wanted were
pasteurised, carbonated beers with no taste or character.

 


Eventually, to
help relieve the pressure, in around 1968, he opened a business on
the side – a small shop selling home brewing equipment and
ingredients on Hillgate in Stockport. Until 1963, home brewing had
needed a license, but when Chancellor of the Exchequer Reginald
Maudlin removed that requirement, a small boom commenced.
Newspapers and magazines were filled with recipes and ‘how to’
guides, and Boots the Chemist began to sell brewing kits to a new
band of enthusiasts. In that context, Pollard’s shop was a success,
and he soon moved to larger premises on nearby Buxton Road.

Therapeutic as
home brewing might have been, however, it was not what he really
wanted to be doing, which was making beer for sale in pubs and
clubs. Buoyed by the rise of CAMRA, and perhaps aware of the recent
small brewery openings in Litchborough and Selby, he bought £5,000
worth of new brewing equipment, and invested a further £5,000 in
premises and ingredients. The site he chose, largely because it was
cheap and the water was good, was a small unit in the
recently-opened Reddish Vale Industrial Estate, where the low,
red-brick buildings of a substantial 19th-century printing plant
set in the countryside south of Manchester had been converted into
workshops.

As well as new
equipment, Pollard also pushed the boat out when it came to
selecting a strain of yeast. Whereas other small brewers were
supplied with buckets of from the back doors of bigger regional
breweries, or used dried home-brewer’s yeast, Pollard approached
the Brewing Industry Research Foundation at Nutfield in Surrey and
arranged to be supplied with a pure sample of one of the strains
preserved in their culture bank. Yeast is such an enormous
contributor of flavour and aroma in brewing that this decision
would have gone a long way to ensuring his beer stood out in the
local market. Had he arranged with Robinson’s to use their yeast,
as must have been tempting, given his family connections, his beer
would almost inevitably have been very like theirs, and his mission
was clearly to do something different.

Another change
was in the formulation of his recipes. Like Martin Sykes at Selby,
he made much of the purity of his ingredients, brewing with malt
only, rather than adding sugar to boost the strength as was common
in larger breweries. Sugar has been used in British brewing for
centuries not only to increase alcoholic strength while saving on
raw material costs, but also to thin the body of the beer (to make
it more ‘drinkable’); to add colour, where dark sugars are used;
and to add a range of flavours. Nonetheless, this was to become an
important distinction between big, old-fashioned brewers and those
that were smaller and more youthful in their outlook. Pollard, like
many who followed, wasn’t heeding the call of the SPBW to make beer
as it used to be, but rather making beer as he wanted it to be, and
as he thought the market desired. That is, wholesome.

He began
brewing test batches of John Barleycorn (JB) best bitter in the
summer of 1975, with launch scheduled for August. With a team of
four working every day of the week, Pollard expected to produce the
equivalent of around four casks a day, to be delivered in a dray
which was actually a repurposed milk float.

The venture
was in immediate success.

He arrived, uninvited, at CAMRA’s first national beer
festival at Covent Garden in London in September 1975 with a cask
of ale in the back of his Mini. After some negotiation, the team
running the festival agreed to take it even though it hadn’t been
ordered. As it happened, the bar selling it was mobbed, and every
drop sold out ‘literally within hours’, according to a contemporary
report in CAMRA’s newsletter, What’s
Brewing.

The following
month, a pub in Hyde, Manchester, owned by CAMRA’s new pub company,
CAMRA Real Ale Investments, began selling Pollard’s JB and reported
that it was shifting almost as well as similar beers from
better-established local breweries, Boddington’s and Hyde’s. It
seemed people liked the opportunity to drink something new and,
perhaps, to support an underdog.

By 1977,
Pollard had expanded the brewery once, and had plans to do so
again, up to a 100 barrel plant, to meet huge levels of local
demand for his beer. The ‘micro-brewery’, as this type of set up
would soon come to be known, was here to stay.

 


This piece was first published on the Greater Manchester Ale News website.
Many of the details here come from either ‘David Pollard makes his
pint’, The Observer, 22 June 1975, p 14, or ‘Sweet But Bitter Taste of Success
for a Takeover Victim’, Michael Hardman, What’s Brewing, April 1977, p5. We
also referred to A History of Stockport
Breweries by Mike Ogden, published in
1987.

 


May 2014


 The Essence of
Pubbiness

Architectural
and cultural critic Ian Nairn was a household name in the 1960s and
70s, famous for polemical articles decrying the ‘outrages’
perpetrated by town planners, and for splendidly impassioned
television programmes in which he explored towns and cities from
Newcastle to Istanbul. He was interested in all kinds of places and
buildings, but had a particular fondness for pubs.

He began his career at the Architectural Review in the 1950s,
at a time when Nikolaus Pevsner and John Betjeman were beginning to
make the case for Victorian architecture, including ordinary
working people’s pubs. At the same time, with increased social
mobility came a new reverence for working class culture, and frank,
realistic depictions of it in novels such as John Braine’s
Room at the Top (1957)
and Alan Sillitoe’s Saturday Night and
Sunday Morning (1958). Both books include
pivotal scenes set in northern pubs, opening up a world that seemed
quite exotic to middle class readers.

When the time came to write his 1966 masterpiece,
Nairn’s London, Ian
Nairn slipped in entries describing 27 of his favourite places to
drink beer, as well as a rather incongruous appendix on which
breweries and brands were best. This represented a kind of
two-finger salute to stuffy arbiters of ‘good taste’ – why
shouldn’t he write about cathedrals and pubs in the same book? It
also amounts to a kind of manifesto: a 4,000 word exploration,
dispersed in chunks, of what constitutes true ‘pubbiness’ (Nairn’s
word) which, in its own way, is as powerful as George Orwell’s
famous essay ‘The Moon Under Water’.

By 1966, the
cognoscenti, inspired by John Betjeman, were all raving about the
Black Friar, a gorgeous art nouveau wedge on the edge of the City
of London. Nairn was obliged by his contrarian streak, therefore,
to dismiss it as ‘tainted with a particularly musty imagination
which has clouded the space like a bad pint of bitter’. Much more
to his taste was a Victorian corner pub in the shadow of several
large tower blocks, the Black Lion at Plaistow, East London:

 


Think of everything un-pub-like, put it together with flair
and there you are… And it’s marvellous because it has gone back to
the fountain-head of human pubbiness, instead of sticking at some
formula of details

 


Considering
the Spaniards in Hampstead, he amplified this point, suggesting
that what charm it had derives from the way the ‘atmosphere has all
grown together’. The Grenadier in Wilton Row was charming because
it was shabby, but had been left alone. On the other hand, The
Beehive, a Fuller’s pub in Brentford, he described as
highly-designed in the Art Nouveau style, but gave it a pass
because it represented ‘a complete person producing a complete
personality’. Of the Crown & Greyhound, Dulwich, he wrote:
‘Really be your real self, like this, and nothing can go
wrong.’

Nairn did acknowledge, perhaps reluctantly, that new pubs had
to be built from time to time. The Hoop at Notting Hill Gate,
rebuilt in the 1960s, won his approval, ‘the Victorian tradition…
truly re-interpreted, not merely cribbed in a few coy details’. The
space, which he thought cleverly designed – an earlier piece on the
same pub, in Modern Buildings in
London (1964), compares it to a suite of
John Adam rooms – facilitated drinking, sociable and private at the
same time.

‘Atmosphere’ is another recurring theme in Nairn’s writing
about pubs: ‘If there was less fretting over architecture and more
over atmosphere our towns would be better places’, he wrote in an
entry on The White Knight, Crawley, for Modern Buildings in London. And by
‘atmosphere’, Nairn meant people. His ideal pub is ‘never
claustrophobic’ (King’s Head, Upper Tooting Road), but there always
ought to be other faces in view, and the murmur of conversation,
ideally at arms’ length.

Nairn seems to
have preferred ‘cockneys’ for background noise, if at all possible,
but he would take unreconstructed toffs, too, ‘really prepared to
tolerate eccentricity’. This was just another way, really, of
saying that ‘proper’ pubs shouldn’t be self-conscious, or full of
self-conscious people. What he really hated were trendy types who
saw pubs as a kind of safari park where they could slum it and see
‘how the other half lives’. Fashionable people, Nairn seemed to
suggest, were a kind of plague, capable of destroying ‘pubbiness’
like locusts stripping fields of their crops.

Most of the
pubs Nairn wrote about are examples of how it ought to be done, but
the Lamb in Bloomsbury he described as a ‘very near miss’. Though
it had the right kind of people (cockneys, doctors and actors) and
was ‘low, dark and intimate’, it had been ruined by a clumsy,
self-conscious renovation:

 


Everything is now just
a bit too suave, the colours just a bit too subtle; a Victorian pub
looking over its shoulder and becoming Victoriana.

 


Victorian mirrors have him in raptures, but only if
they’re sincere.
The Red Lion in Westminster has ‘incredible depth and compassion
combined with brilliance… the spirit exactly of Manet’s
Bar at the Folies Bergère’. The
mirrors are integral to the play of light and the sense of
space.

Pubbiness,
then, is an essential quality deriving from the expression of
personality – the publican’s, the architect’s, or the interior
designer’s – or, even better, the mingling of many influences over
the course of years. The accumulation of grime and nick-knacks
cannot be faked. It cannot be self-conscious or self-declared. In
fact, it must go almost unappreciated. Unnoticed by anyone, that
is, except Ian Nairn, dishevelled and alone in the back bar,
sinking pints of Whitbread bitter.

 


This
piece was written for and first published in The Antidote to Indifference, Issue
11, Spring 2015.


 Williams Bros: Craft Before
it was ‘a Thing’

 


The
quintessentially Scottish brewery Williams Bros began its life in
1988 when an elderly woman walked into a home-brewing supply shop
in Glasgow and approached the young man behind the counter with the
recipe for a long lost style of beer with a legendary status –
heather ale.

A famous poem by Robert Louis Stevenson tells the story of
how the Picts, defeated by a Scottish king, took to their graves ‘the secret of the drink’ – a brew
‘sweeter far than honey… stronger far than wine’, with semi-magical
properties. It concludes:

 


But now in vain is the
torture,

Fire shall never
avail:

Here dies in my
bosom

The secret of Heather
Ale.

 


In a
1903 book entitled The Heather in Lyric,
Lore and Lay, Alexander Wallace considered
various stories and tales of heather ale – ‘a liquour greatly
superior to our common ale’ – dating back to 1526. If it had not
died out, he concluded, then it had certainly become hard-to-find,
with only a handful of doubtful reports from people who claimed to
have tasted it in the latter half of the 19th century, as brewed by
‘shepherds on the moor’. He also cited, for balance, the view of
one authority that heather ale might never have existed at
all.

And yet, there she
was, the wise old woman, with the secret in her hand, and Bruce
Williams, the young man behind the shop counter, was intrigued.

This fairy tale-tale
origin story sounded, to us, too good to be true – almost like
something from a Dan Brown novel – but in a telephone conversation,
Bruce’s softly-spoken younger brother, Scott, insisted on its
veracity, and put it into context:

 


We used to get a lot
of customers from all parts of Scotland and they’d give you bottles
of nettle beer, beer with bogmyrtle, and tell you about these
recipes their families had been using for years. The recipe she
gave Bruce didn’t have much detail so he spent a lot of time at the
Mitchell Library in Glasgow researching recipes, looking at old
sources like the Book of Kells.

 


Bruce did not have a
particularly academic background and never went to university.
‘Bruce has always been…’ said Scott Williams, hesitatingly, ‘Well,
he’s more distracted. He’s always looking for the next thing to be
interested in. He’s very practical and gets on and does things,
whatever it is, like building an extension on his house or
researching an ancient beer recipe.’

The Williams family
came from Dunfermline where Bruce’s father worked at the dockyard,
eventually becoming an engineer with a more comfortable and secure
job. Scott recalled a ‘fantastic upbringing’ spent in various
places around the world, from Bahrain to Mauritius, and wherever
else his father’s specialist line of work took them.

In the 1970s, when the
family had moved back to Scotland, Mr Williams opened a shop in the
small town of Crossford in Dunfermline. It sold both baking and
brewing supplies because, as Scott Williams remembered, the only
suppliers of malt in bulk were bakery wholesalers, and most home
brewers were using baker’s yeast. Then, after a short while, he
moved the business to Partick in the city of Glasgow.

For his part, Scott
managed a year of university before quitting and heading off to
London to sell photocopiers: ‘I still flagellate myself over that –
knocking on people’s doors, a bit of a wide boy… But it was good
experience; it teaches you resilience, knocking on 90 doors and
being told to go away 89 times.’ When he came back to Scotland, he
took a job working at a company that made malt extracts and kits
for home brewers.

It took several years
of research and experimentation for Bruce to come up with a recipe
that, in Scott’s words, ‘people would actually want to drink’. With
a shudder, he said, ‘A couple of the early versions Bruce brewed
were awful.’ Eventually, he hit upon a blend of the mainstream —
malted barley and wheat, with hops – and the quirky, with heather,
ginger and bogmyrtle as additional aromatics.

In 1992, four years
after its first conception, Bruce Williams’s heather ale, now named
Leann Fraoch, pronounced ‘Frook’, was first brewed commercially, in
the railway station waiting room at Taynuilt, Argyll. ‘There was a
little brewery there run by a guy called Dick Saunders,’ recalled
Scott. ‘Dick was a jack-of-all-trades, very charming, but not much
of a salesman. Bruce had been helping him out with his
brewing.’

They used an entire
batch of heather, picked by hand by Bruce and gangs of locals who
he paid £2 per gallon bucket. His son, Chris, who now works at the
brewery but was then a small child, recalled the experience in an
email:

 


I think we spent more
time playing hide and seek or chasing the massive, beautiful
dragonflies about the heather. I remember the evenings with the
pickers, sat round a fire, playing/jamming folk songs, drinking
beer and eating stews…

 


They brewed enough to
fill several casks (borrowed from Dick Saunders) and put them out
to the trade. ‘It sold really quickly,’ said Scott.

At this point, the
slow life cycle of heather ale became a problem, as Scott recalled:
‘We had to kick our heels for a year before we could pick any more
heather and brew it again, in 1993.’

The next batch was
just as popular, and lured famous beer writer Michael Jackson to
Scotland, where Bruce Williams made him nibble on heather: ‘Now try
this one. The bell heather is sweeter, but the ling heather has
more perfume. Do you get the spiciness, the astringency?’

Fraoch, with its
off-kilter herbal oiliness, offered something genuinely unusual at
a time when British drinkers were beginning to grow weary of
endless ranks of bitters and best bitters. The burgeoning number of
beer writers, hungry for good stories, wrote about it in articles
and books, ensuring that, almost from the off, beer geeks were
lusting to taste it. ‘Some of our success has been because of the
story and the image,’ Scott Williams acknowledged. ‘Michael Jackson
and some of those original beer writers were genuinely interested
because what we were doing was quite literary, well-researched, and
all about provenance before that had become a popular idea.’

Scott, meanwhile, took
on the role of Heather Ales’ chief salesman, drawing on his
experience in London. ‘I found restaurants tended to have the open
doors,’ he said ‘but pubs and bars weren’t interested, except some
of the CAMRA pubs.’

After a couple of
years at Taynuilt, they needed to increase production. Refused a
loan by the bank, Bruce Williams sent them a copy of Robert Louis
Stevenson’s poem, which, astonishingly, did the trick. With three
months to pay it back, they approached a more traditional Scottish
brewery, Maclay’s of Alloa. ‘We went with them because they were
only people who were really interested in what we were doing,’
Scott Williams said. ‘They didn’t really get it, but they were
tremendously supportive. And Roger Ryman – he was a laugh!’

Roger Ryman is now
head brewer at St Austell in Cornwall but, in 1995, had just joined
Maclay having graduated from Heriot-Watt two years before. When we
interviewed him at St Austell’s brewery, he told us about his time
working with the Williams brothers:

 


Bruce used to turn up
with these sacks straight off the hillside – heather, bog myrtle,
ginger… He was wild, off the wall – full of energy and enthusiasm,
bursting with ideas. But he also knew what he was doing and played
the part, to an extent. He had wild hair, and always looked like
he’d just come down from the mountainside.

 


Though the Maclay
brewery was old and in poor repair, it also offered technical
advantages when it came to brewing Fraoch, as Scott Williams
recalled: ‘They had this huge underback which we could fill with
heather – 300-400 litres solid heather in volume — and let the beer
filter over it, picking up aroma as it went.’

In that first year
working with Maclay, the brothers only produced one batch because
they were still dependent on a seasonal supply of heather. We
wondered whether they had ever been tempted to find a more reliable
source, which idea Scott dismissed: ‘You can buy heather from
Poland, but it smells like potpourri – it’s sieved to get just the
flowers. Heather is all about provenance, all about Scotland.’ And
picking it cannot be automated – as Scott put it, ‘It’s a pain in
the arse.’ They spent several years perfecting a system, still in
use today, whereby they blast-freeze the heather at -35 and then
store three-years’ worth in case there’s a bad harvest.

Roger Ryman recalled
how quickly their range of beers expanded:

 


Eventually, Williams
Bros started to look at producing some secondary brands. They were
selling niche beers into a broad market, which was really unusual
at the time. It was a strong brand – selling the Scottish dream. I
helped to develop Grozet, Ebulum and Alba. It was about finding the
right balance between interest and authenticity, and practicality.
Using spruce tips instead of hops [in Alba], for example, meant you
had no natural filter in the hop back, so we had to find a way
around that, using spent hops just for filtering. Alba was
parti-gyled off Maclay’s 80 Shilling. I was aware of how unusual
these beers were but I don’t think I had any sense that we were
being ‘revolutionary’.

 


Scott Williams did not
mince words when Alba came up in conversation: it was even more of
a ‘pain in the arse’ than Fraoch.

 


You’ve got a very
short window in which to pick the spruce tips – shorter even than
heather. If you look at the trees, from March to April, you’ll see
the new growth, a little brown bud, that grows a little cap, bright
green, before it opens up fully. When it opens up, it goes dark
green, and you can’t brew with it because it’s full of chlorophyll.
It’s like cotton-picking only much more difficult, in the dark of
the forest, with most of the tips way up out of reach.

 


Again, there was no
way to automate this, or to buy in suitable materials from
elsewhere.

In 1996, Hollywood
star Mel Gibson won five Oscars for Braveheart and celebrated by
ordering 20 cases of Fraoch for a party in Los Angeles, which led
to a rush of demand from American drinkers. In 1998, Heather Ales
acquired its own brewery at Strathaven, but also continued brewing
at Maclay in order to meet ongoing demand from the US market.

When Maclay’s finally
announced that they intended to retire the increasingly decrepit
brewery, Duncan Kellock, Maclay’s Head Brewer and Roger Ryman’s
boss, proposed to the brothers that they go into business together
running a contract brewing plant using the old Maclay kit at a new
site in Central Scotland. ‘It had been an old Younger’s depot,
defunct for maybe 60 years,’ recalled Scott Williams. But the joint
operation went into receivership after a couple of years at which
point Heather Ales took it over, under their new company name
William Bros.

Scott Williams told
us, with what perhaps seemed a touch of regret, that it was at this
point that things got serious:

 


We’ve never really had
a grand plan or a strategy, or looked much at what anyone else is
doing. We’ve been like a dog sniffing its own arse for 20 years.
Not interested in politics, just making something and hopefully
finding a market for it. We did it because it was fun and
interesting. We started to become more of a business when we got
our own brewery and some overheads to worry about, a bottling line
and so on.

 


This prompted their
beer range to expand yet further but with an emphasis on, as Scott
conceded, ‘more commercial products — things with malt and
hops’.

Their current
best-seller is not, as we assumed, Fraoch, but Joker IPA, of which
Scott said, ‘It’s like a gateway drug for a lot of people.
Balanced, not in your face like BrewDog Punk – a sessionable IPA.’
The next most popular beer in their range is Caesar Augustus, an
easy-drinking lager-pale-ale hybrid. These products might be less
superficially oddball than the beer that started it all, but there
is still a streak of freakiness behind the scenes, and Scott became
suddenly enthused explaining the hidden principles that guide their
brewing:

 


We like all our beers
to have to have some kind of story or history behind them. So all
the Williams Bros beers are brewed to golden ratio proportions –
the same way the universe expands, the divine proportion. Do you
know the number Phi? 1.618, the golden ratio. Look up ‘Phiness’.
It’s the shape of your credit card, the proportions of the human
body.

 


He grew yet more
animated as he went on:

 


What
that means with our beer is that if I use seven malts, the first
malt makes up the bulk of the brew, but the second malt is added
according to the golden ratio, and the third is in proportion to
the second, and so on. It’s a pain in the arse for the brewers
because it means the seventh malt is something like 0.07 litres of
rye. I always say, this is how God would have made beer.

 


At which point, he
turned coy, muttering, ‘But we don’t really mention this in
marketing because it was a bit much for people.’

As he had brought them
up, we wondered how Scott feels about the new kings of Scottish
craft beer.

 


I think BrewDog are
damn clever – I take my hat off to them. I remember when they used
to come down to our place dropping things off, picking up casks,
and I thought, gosh, it’s amazing beer, but I just didn’t think
their strategy was going to work. I was wrong. I guess I’m too
conservative. To a certain extent, we’ve grabbed on their coat
tails as they’ve whizzed by. They’ve dragged the whole industry
along with them. They’ve been critical of fellow brewers sometimes,
including us, but sometimes what they say, it’s for an audience,
and we don’t take offence.

 


He is perhaps too
harsh in declaring himself conservative. Williams Bros released a
mixed case of single hops beers some years ago, much like BrewDog’s
current IPA is Dead project, but to little acclaim. ‘Retailers
didn’t get it,’ Scott said with evident frustration. ‘They’d say,
“Why would anyone want this?” It’s like Leonardo da Vinci inventing
the helicopter – right idea at the wrong time.’

We
didn’t write about Williams Bros in Brew
Britannia because we weren’t convinced
that, though well-respected, they were particularly influential —
there was no flood of heather ales or breweries using hyper-local
ingredients in the late-90s — but if they have a place in the
narrative of the ‘rebirth of British beer’ it’s this: they showed
that brewers without a brewery, but with interesting ideas and a
story to tell, could do very well for themselves selling mostly
bottled beer. Perhaps they weren’t, as some have suggested, a
proto-BrewDog so much as they were the Mikkeller of their
day.
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