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INTRODUCTION



I remember the big black dog with its shaggy coat and long nose, standing taller than my five-year-old sister. Each time you saw the mutt outside the pub, you knew the landlord was close behind. Like twins, their scruffy hair matched and so did their unsettling silence.


I never once heard him speak, the landlord, as he loomed over the bar in the low-lit local, pouring drinks and taking cash in slow, careful movements. We would always enter via the side door, walking towards the same old men sitting on the same high stools as they smoked their pipes. My mum closed her eyes briefly and inhaled the fumes as she guided my sister and me down the length of the bar. She’d often boast about how she’d never once touched a cigarette, but she smiled in this moment, savouring her favourite scent of pipe tobacco. The dark wooden bar made up most of the room. At one end was a fireplace and a few tables – a crackling hot fire warmed frozen walkers and farmers, who’d been out in the fields all day. Their rosy cheeks and pints of amber ale glistened in the flickering glow. The low black beams and the cold stone floor led you to the other end of the room. This is where the hardened regulars took their place at the bar. I would see them offer a silent nod to their neighbour as a pint was poured and handed to them before their backsides reached their usual seats. We arrived at a table of familiar faces – parents of our classmates, neighbours from the village and even teachers from our school. A bottle of J2O was handed to my sister and me, as my parents joined their friends and we joined ours.


The back room of the pub housed only a pool table and a small sweet machine attached to the wall. With barely any space to squeeze round the chunky centrepiece, it made it difficult to play a proper game, which meant the room was mainly occupied by children. We learnt the rules from the odd parent who swung their head round the door to check on us, and we taught ourselves how to pot the balls effectively enough. The youngest children could barely see over the edge of the table, but we helped them hold the cue and watched as they inevitably scuffed the table’s green carpet and hit the lights above our heads. My younger sister was more enamoured with the sweets than the tense games of pool, so she coaxed our parents into handing over twenty pence to release the goods. Kids gathered round, each taking it in turns to slot in their hard-earned pocket money and twist the silver handle until the little door rumbled and the sweets were ready.




Believe it or not, this book about London pubs begins in Yorkshire. I was eleven years old when we moved from our home in London up to North Yorkshire to be closer to my mum’s family. My parents exchanged their fast-paced city life for a slowed-down countryside existence. My sister and I swapped our school of four hundred students in Ealing for a village school of only twenty-four. My time spent racing round the block and using the pavement as our playground was suddenly traded in for climbing hay bales and cycling down deserted country lanes. We soon learnt that the local pub, The Black Horse Inn, was the central hub of the village and the place to go to introduce ourselves to this tight-knit community. From being crowned winner of the junior pool championship aged twelve to my first waitressing job at sixteen (at which I was awful), from stealthily purchasing cigarettes from the pub’s vending machine with a friend – only to meet our comeuppance on discovering they were boxes of rolling tobacco with no filters (we barely smoked, let alone knew how to roll) – to triumphantly buying my first (legal) pint with my ID at the ready, I saw many iterations of The Black Horse Inn and it, in turn, saw me grow up.


Years later, I returned to London for art school and adopted a new local in an attempt to re-immerse myself in the city I was born in. The Marquis of Granby in New Cross, still run by the same people today, welcomed me and my fellow students to their pub and we quickly became regulars alongside the existing older clientele. I recall how the pub bravely (and involuntarily) hosted hundreds of excitable art students at the degree show opening nights every year – crowds of Goldsmiths students would fill the pub and spill out on to the pavement around it. It was a very different picture to the village life I had become accustomed to but the sense of community here felt the same. The informality and familiarity of the pub suited me, I remember the way we met other students around the pool table, knocking into poor blokes on their way to the loos, as they dodged our pool cues waving around the limited space. On weekends we danced with punters who had travelled from all over London and Essex to The Marquis, before they continued into the nightclub across the road. Of course we went to other pubs in the city, but this was our haven, our stomping ground and our local. The Marquis was the beating heart of my student experience and it was clear to see this warm welcome from the pub helped many students settle into their new home. Here I found my like-minded community that cemented me to London and since then my adoration has only grown for what pubs are, what makes London pubs unique and what they have offered me throughout my time here. The Black Horse Inn is where I first learnt what it meant to be a local, and the pubs of London have further solidified that feeling.




For a long time, a pub project had existed as an improbable concept in my mind. The 2020 lockdowns had lifted, and I was in the midst of rebuilding my business teaching art classes to young children after school across South East London. At the same time I had taken on some commission work in an attempt to replace lost income. I picked up the pencil to start sketching again, a skill I had almost entirely neglected since school, to draw clients’ homes, wedding venues and local pubs. Through these commissions, a portfolio of pub artworks started to grow, as did the seed of an idea – to draw every single pub in London.




While I sketched alone in my bedroom, working mainly from photographs, I dreamt about the possibilities of this undertaking, about using my art as a lens to discover and illustrate all kinds of pubs, from every corner of London, my only limits the geography of the city. I pondered if I would even be able to complete such a project in my lifetime. I already had a clear fondness for pub culture – from those earliest memories at my childhood local, to meeting my friends at university and my weekly ritual as an adult. I looked at pubs how most of my friends or family would; going to the pub wasn’t a passion or a special interest at this time, it was just a part of my life.


I questioned whether combining two integral parts of myself through such an undertaking would alter how I enjoy them. Would the artist in me find it hard to commit to this singular idea, become bored, feel limited and change my mind down the line? Would I still cherish my time at the pub in the same way and is it possible that visiting them would start to feel like work? Or perhaps this project could help me look more closely, show me a different side to pubs and my practice. Maybe it would turn me into an explorer and expand my knowledge of the city I live in. And what if this project could lure me into falling deeper in love with my art and the pubs I would get to discover through it? I knew there was only one way to find out.


A year later, after many months of dreaming, I finally decided that I really was going to draw every pub in London.


Sharing photos of my pub drawings with friends, family and strangers online prompted a wave of enthusiasm for the project. In fact, barely anyone batted an eyelid that I was about to devote many years of my life to this enormous endeavour – most people just really wanted me to draw their local. The stories and personal anecdotes came flooding in; family friends I hadn’t heard from in years, old school acquaintances and people from all over the world chimed in suggesting London pubs for me to draw. This type of storytelling struck me in the same way a conversation with a local on the next table at a pub might. People felt comfortable with the subject and were compelled to share their personal connections and memories with me. I was humbled by their trust and determined to see through this project, which I had somewhat haphazardly dived into.




In a bid to escape my bedroom and grasp what this project was going to look like, I grabbed my pencil and went to the pub. Starting with my own familiar locals across South East London, I would eventually travel to far-flung corners of the city, guided by people’s suggestions. As I stood on street corners, trying my best not to be in the way, I would huddle close to my easel and keep myself to myself. I soon found out my usual solitary way of sketching was going to look very different going forward. Londoners – the brisk, fast-paced, polite people we generally are – seemed to defrost around my easel. People paused their journey to look at my paper and up at the pub, perhaps noticing the building or inspecting it in detail for the very first time. Passing comments were made and in-depth conversations were started on the subject of their local, and others, even if they didn’t go to the pub, were invited into the conversation by the art, too. I began to grow in confidence as I travelled to draw unknown pubs in unfamiliar neighbourhoods, and I realised that not knowing everything about the place beforehand was an enthralling way to start. The legends and historical details were readily shared with me by the ones who knew it best, the locals. Further knowledge was imparted by those who worked in the pubs, as I sipped my pint with my finished artwork in hand – now the customary end to all of my sketching days.




I learnt that my role in this project was not only artist and punter, but observer too. The solitary act of sketching had turned social, but I found quiet moments in between chats to pay attention to my surroundings, studying the building and all its glorious details, mapping on my paper what I saw before me. Watching people around the pub, setting up A-boards, putting out ashtrays and opening the doors, or noticing the first customers of the day, sometimes managing to capture them for my sketch and other times imagining their story and why they were there. I couldn’t help but see the streets around me in new ways too. The everyday transformed into romanticised moments, unmissable to my wandering eye. The tree branches hanging over the road, their shapes carved out by the continuous flow of buses hurtling down their usual routes, or the mother pushing her pram, pausing to let her baby inspect a crowd of pigeons besiege a piece of bread. The days I draw in London are a marathon for the senses; they have changed how I perceive the city, and time seems to stand still around me at the very first stroke of my pencil.


As per my fond memories at The Black Horse Inn, I soon found this village pub mentality also existed across the vast London boroughs. Communities of neighbours using their local pub as a second home, greeting each other over a game of pool. The landlords and landladies treating their regulars like family. I discovered that for some regulars, the simple solace of the pub offers them that crucial time for socialising, for others, it’s been there since birth and they have grown up around those four walls, and for some of those I spoke to, it’s a way to meet people in their new neighbourhood.


From the football pubs, where fierce home fans chant at the TV screen and proudly sport their team’s colours, to the old carpeted boozers buried down a backstreet which readily welcome you if you’re lucky enough to find them, this book is a record of my drawing days around London. I invite you to join me as I wander around the city, finding myself in some of the most magical boozers imaginable. Follow me down winding alleyways to hidden taverns, duck under doorways to the bar, pet the pub cat who sleeps in the corner and turn the pages of my sketchbook as I arrive outside a new pub. I exercise my particular perspective as both artist and pub lover, illustrating the wide variety of pubs in the city and sharing the stories I’ve gathered along the way. These written observations accompanied by my hand-drawn artworks share a glimpse into this all-encompassing project, and I hope the stories and artworks compel you to go visit and explore the charm of these pubs for yourself.












A NOTE ON MATERIALS





Pencil is a particularly good match for architecture, a tool to achieve straight lines with ease that gives you a second chance if you don’t quite nail it the first time. I enjoy using a fine point that can pick up tiny details like the crumbly indentations of a brick or the different textures of plants in hanging baskets. Pencil offers immediacy, meaning that I can capture the fleeting moments throughout my day: a discarded pint glass, the way the shadow falls behind a sign or a dog peering through a window. The small but mighty pencil is also accessible – a cheap, ordinary tool. It is, perhaps, the first thing most of us drew with as children, not particularly messy or intimidating, the perfect, lightweight companion for drawing on the go. I have a pencil on me at all times.


At first, I didn’t own the tools to provide comfort and ease on my drawing days outside. I simply packed a sketchbook and a pencil and off I went, finding any available step, kerb or bench to perch on while I bent over my lap to illustrate. I soon realised a proper set-up was required for both my posture and the quality of my work. So I did my research and found a lightweight set of drawing tools that soon became my dependable companions on my trips across London.


Inside my waterproof backpack I pack a sharpener (to keep the pencil points thin and sharp at all times) and pencil extenders (small wooden sticks with metal fasteners that twist on to my tiny one-inch pencils). These extenders elongate the pencil and literally extend its life, allowing me to use it right up to the very end. I’m armed with a rubber (to correct mistakes), which I more frequently use to add light to my drawings. I press the soft curve into the dark surface of freshly shaded graphite, removing layers gradually until a glow appears around a wall light or a dark brick is suddenly washed out by the sun.


I pull apart my travel stool, each piece of plastic clicking into place like a silent accordion. Its bright red parts form a surprisingly sturdy chair for me to perch on to eat a sandwich or take the weight off my feet. I slide a neat sheet of wood, smooth to the touch and covered in grey smudges, on to my tripod. I clip it into place before taking out a roll of tape buried at the bottom of my bag. I have designed a custom masking tape for myself, with miniature versions of my pub drawings, standing in a row, printed along the tape – as if they line their own imaginary (and extraordinary) pub high street. I unpeel the small, neat roll of masking tape and my little hand-drawn pubs disappear as I fold them in on themselves to stick the paper to my board. When I remove the small blobs of double-sided tape off the back of my complete artwork at the end of a long day, the wind has been known to try to steal my paper away in its gusts, so I’ve found this quick release application, allowing me to stow the sketch in my bag promptly, is my best option.
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Nowadays, loose sheets of cartridge paper replace my old sketchbook. I carry them in a tatty, torn sleeve, relying on the rigidness of my backpack to keep them straight during my travels. The piece of paper I pull out is crisp and clean. The creamy surface is lightly textured, barely visible to the eye, but I feel its subtle bumps and dips when I brush it flat against the drawing board with the back of my hand. The bright and blank space is my leaping-off point, and from this moment the surface of the paper will continue to transform with each mark of my pencil.


Then there is my right hand. I have a lump on the inside of my index finger because of the way my pencil leans on it and moves against it during every sketch. If you look closely, you can see the curves carved into the paper where my hand has applied pressure to get the very darkest shades of the building.


I don’t use colour in my drawings – and some pubs do have brilliant colour – as I’ve always had a fondness for pencil, it has been the material I’ve felt most comfortable with and is my favourite tool for sketching architecture. Over the last few years of intense drawing I have learnt not to underestimate graphite and the rich details it can show off. It has become my personal style, the material I naturally grab to illustrate ideas, outlines and notes, and I learn more about the humble pencil every time I draw with it.
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How to Use this ebook


On compatible devices, you can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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LOCAL



This project started with the best pub in the world – my local.


It felt important for me to begin this journey close to home, drawing the places I knew best and sharing those very first sketches with my neighbours in South East London. So it feels natural to start the book here, too.


From my art school local in New Cross to the one at the end of my road in my twenties, this chapter is dedicated to those places that fostered my affection for pubs, those early days of the project and my own connection to these special South East London locals where it all began.
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Blythe Hill Tavern, Catford



The Blythe Hill Tavern sits on the busy South Circular, just a couple of minutes from my house. It’s exterior boasts a black and cream paint job on the bottom, brickwork on the top. A corner pub that sweeps off the main road up to Blythe Hill Lane, it’s adorned with a scattering of colourful Guinness signage, and the recognisable toucan, proudly puffing out its chest, is painted on the curve of the building.


At night, fairy lights give a clue to the warmth inside, and a hum of voices can be heard rising from the beer garden. Out front on Thursdays and Fridays, I often find the pizza guys ‘Van Dough’ churning out charred sourdough dinners, keeping the drinkers full. Kids play gleefully after school, some happily gaming on their parents’ phones or chatting to their siblings, others are seen racing between tables in the beer garden. Unbeknownst to them, they are running on the ruins of what was once an outdoor climbing frame. In the spring, resident fox cubs join the fun by skipping along the PVC roofs above our heads and at night the string lights flash to alert the outside drinkers when it’s last orders.


When I head into the pub, always via the side entrance, I see red. Red carpet, red seats and a burning fire in the colder months. The pub is divided into three rooms, the first hosting the long side of the bar where I chat to the manager Terry, a principal character here for nearly three decades, and order my white wine spritzer or half a Guinness and a packet of bacon fries. Two more long-standing barmen make regular appearances. Mark supports his team from behind the bar, sometimes sporting a Liverpool tie, as Eamon carefully ferries settled pints of Guinness around the room. Often, the regulars sit at the far end by the front of the pub, sharing a table at the foot of the bar and ordering drinks from their seats, as they have earned the right to do. The TV is nearly always showing some sort of sport but it’s not blaring – it serves more as a moving backdrop when I wish to rest my eyes on it.
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