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As veteran barmaid Betty Williams once sagely noted, ‘If you’re not being talked about in this pub, you’re not worth serving.’ As ever, the Rovers’ longest-serving employee was spot on. In Coronation Street’s iconic watering hole no secret has been safe, no affair left unexposed. Friendships have been forged – and smashed – relationships have fizzled and scores have been summarily settled. (More often than not with a swift right hook or a pint unexpectedly hurled into the face.)


Whether it was barmaid Tina going into labour, Vera taking a swipe at Jack, Peter being unmasked as a bigamist, Bet’s disastrous love life or even a one-off sighting of Norris in drag, for more than 50 years there’s been plenty going on in the Rovers to keep the gossips entertained. ‘Who needs the theatre?’ sighed Blanche Hunt, after watching one such escapade unfold in front of her eyes as she sipped her (large) gin and tonic. 


Change has never gone down a storm with the Rovers’ regulars. All hell broke loose in 1967 when landlady Annie Walker tried to take the pub upmarket with a chic Parisienne theme. Six years later there was uproar when temporary manager Glyn Thomas installed a one-armed bandit and an organist. Forty years on and the resistance to change remains the same. 


Gloria Price attempted to raise the tone for the Rovers’ most recent grand reopening with a number of gastro-pub-style touches plus a newspaper rack on the side, but the clientele were simply relieved to see their beloved boozer restored to its former glory. And it was Betty’s legendary hotpot not Gloria’s scampi goujons that continued to fly out of the kitchen… 


The very heart of Coronation Street, the Rovers is more than somewhere to just sup a pint – it’s where the locals 
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come to celebrate and commiserate, to confront and to cogitate. And there, despite any unfolding drama in the back room, they are always guaranteed a warm welcome, a shoulder to cry on and the comforting waft of a hearty hotpot seeping through to the bar. 


This book is a celebration of the Rovers and all who have swigged in her – so pull up a bar stool, get Liz McDonald to bring over your usual, and prepare to relive some of the Rovers Return’s most memorable moments...
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It takes a licensee with a rod of iron to   run the Rovers – just ask any of the staff who have worked for them. Whether it was steely Annie Walker’s determination to remain a cut above her clientele, firm but fair Bet’s stony-faced glares that could freeze ice at fifty paces or Liz McDonald’s attempts to hold the fort whilst managing the chaos of her own, and son Steve’s, ever unfurling love lives. Each of them has helped turn the Rovers into the iconic ale house it is today...
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The welcoming Walkers…


Just as newlyweds Jack Walker and Annie took over the Rovers Return, World War II broke out and Jack was called up to join the army. After seeing action in France with the Lancashire Fusiliers, all Jack wanted on his return home was a quiet life behind the bar of his beloved boozer. The same could not be said for his social-climbing wife Annie, a woman determined to make her way to the top. She never quite managed it, instead opting to rule regally over the Rovers Return in a manner more befitting a queen than a local landlady. ‘I have been in the hub of the community,’ she once mused. ‘You might even say I have had my own little kingdom.’


Annie was intent on lifting the Rovers from a working man’s alehouse to something much more sophisticated, and was forever trying to take the Weatherfield boozer upmarket. But whenever her grand plans spun out of control, which they often did, you could guarantee it was the easy-going Jack who would be at her side to calm down the situation. He would gently remind his haughty wife that, for all her airs and graces, she’d actually been working in a cotton mill when they’d first met.
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grand oil painting of an aristocratic woman in the cellar and on later discovering the frame was stuffed with money and a mask, she became convinced the Rovers had an exotic and romantic past of historical importance. She approached the brewery and insisted the name of the pub should be changed to ‘The Masked Lady’ and turned into a tourist attraction. Needless to say, the locals held a meeting and swiftly called a halt to Annie’s plans and the Rovers has remained the Rovers ever since. 


Earlier that year Annie had decided that offering a cheeseboard to accompany the ales was a great idea to raise the pub’s standards. However, the locals were so unimpressed it only lasted one day. Her attempt at a cocktail hour didn’t fare much better either, when all the regulars deserted the Rovers for the Laughing Donkey. She told Hilda Ogden she’d abandon the sophistication of cocktails because it was like ‘feeding strawberries to pigs’, and her loyal cleaner couldn’t help but agree. 


Another time she decided that what the pub really 
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Another time she decided that what the pub really needed was a dress code to keep out the riff-raff. She snootily insisted she would only serve customers if they were smartly attired. This didn’t go down well with mouthy machinist Ivy Tilsley when Annie refused to serve her mechanic son Brian in his oily overalls. In protest the regulars voted with their feet and headed for the Flying Horse. With takings down £15 Annie had no choice but to reverse the policy. 


While you could guarantee the regulars would be the first to bring her down a peg or two whenever Annie got ideas above her station, they also held her in great affection. They once threw her a This Is Your Life surprise to show how much they cared about her. In 1973, when she toyed with the idea of leaving the pub in the hands of manager Glyn Thomas, grim-faced regular Ena Sharples – not a woman prone to sentimentality – started a petition appealing for her to reconsider. Within hours the petition had 47 names on it and when it was presented to the stunned landlady, she was so touched she agreed to stay. That same year she was in her element when she was made Lady Mayoress – finally she’d achieved an almost regal social standing – and handed the running of the pub to her unreliable son Billy.
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had for her, Annie did on several occasions consider abandoning the backstreet alehouse for classier premises. In 1961 the brewery offered her and Jack the chance to move into the much grander Royal Oak in leafy Sharringley. Jack felt too old to move to another pub, but struggled to admit it when he saw how much Annie had fallen hook, line and sinker for the fitted carpets, large car park and shiny cocktail bar. However, despite all her snobbish tendencies, she did love Jack and could see he was only agreeing to the move for her sake, so they decided to stick with what they knew and stayed put. 


In 1969 the Walkers finally agreed on a fresh start. It all began with the brewery’s Perfect Landlady competition, during which Annie drove the regulars mad with her out-of-character niceness, until Ray 
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Langton finally spotted what was going on and offered to nominate her for the competition. In a bid to win she installed a suggestion box on the bar, covered the pub in old Lancashire memorabilia, including clogs and miners lamps, and even offered cleaner Hilda a pay rise to keep her on side. After days on tenterhooks she finally received a telegram telling her she’d won – she later framed the note and hung it up by the bar. The prize was a trip to Majorca and whilst out there she was offered the chance to run the brewery’s latest pub there. 


They had two weeks to decide before opting to take what could be their final chance to fulfil Annie’s dream of going up in the world. But at the very last minute the brewery withdrew the offer, telling the disappointed Walkers they were too old for a trendy Majorca bar. The unflappable Annie refused to let the situation get her down and turned their leaving party into a bash to celebrate the fact they were staying.   


Life was to change dramatically for the landlady in 1970 when 
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Annie’s French Fancy


In 1967, after becoming Cutie-Beauty Cosmetics’ 100,000th customer, Annie won a weekend in Paris with a handsome French film star. She brought back a beret for Jack, a French book for Lucille Hewitt and started driving everyone mad swooning to French records and preparing French meals. ‘Wandering over a Seine bridge in the moonlight doesn’t encourage one to think of chez moi or even of one’s life partner,’ she sighed when asked if she’d missed home. The regulars felt sorry for Jack, but enjoyed poking fun at Annie. ‘I’m waiting for her to do a can-can,’ giggled Irma. Such was her new-found passion for all things Parisienne that she even considered putting bistro tables outside the Rovers to create a café-style atmosphere. To make the point that this was Weatherfield not the Marais, Ken Barlow hatched a plan which soon put a stop to Annie’s French fantasies by instructing the men to order their pints in wine glasses, which created so much extra work that Jack put his foot down and it was au revoir to Annie’s Paris dreams.
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her cherished Jack died suddenly of a heart attack. She was utterly devastated but grateful for the support of her senior barmaid Betty Turpin and new girl Bet Lynch. Annie had initially disapproved of both of them for being a touch too common, but soon the unlikely trio became a winning team. 


However, son Billy proved to be less useful, continuing with his wayward ventures, racking up huge gambling debts and even losing the takings several times during dodgy poker matches. Annie found herself alone when Billy moved to Jersey to work in a hotel and during this time was the victim of an armed robbery. Typically, Annie stood up to the pair who were ransacking her drawers and they eventually fled, running into neighbours Ray Langton and Len Fairclough who gave them a good beating. But the incident had frightened the ageing widow and the brewery decided she needed a male presence around the place, so she hired widower Fred Gee as a live-in cellar-man. 


Meanwhile Annie continued in her lofty quest to take the Rovers upmarket – but as ever her efforts saw her brought back down to earth with a bump. When Eddie Yeats tried to get her interested in a new carpet for the back room 
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Surprise, Surprise!


Annie seemed to be speechless when the regulars threw a surprise party to celebrate her 40 years at the Rovers’ helm, but Bet had an inkling she’d known about it all along, as she just happened to be wearing her very best party frock. ‘I think I know what you’re suspecting,’ Annie responded, enigmatically. ‘But you see, dear, after 40 years on these premises there is nothing, absolutely nothing, that escapes my notice.’
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in a new carpet for the back room she gave him short shrift. ‘Mr Yeats, now how can I say this without sounding too insulting? I wouldn’t trust you as far as I could throw a hogshead of bitter.’ But her interest was piqued when he told her the carpet would be personalised and monogrammed in pure gold with an interlocking A and W. She paid £71 for it to be laid and threw a sherry morning for the Lady Victuallers to show off the carpet in all its glory. But just as the first guests were arriving Bet broke it to her that the carpet was actually from the trashy Alhambra Weatherfield Bingo Hall, which had just had a refurbishment. Aghast, Annie had to grin and bear it until she collared Eddie Yeats and demanded a refund.  


In 1980 she embarked on another ambitious plan to extend the food menu. Annie started selling soup and sandwiches and agreed to give the staff a pay rise, installing a little bell to be rung when the food was ready to be served. Perched on a stool by the optics she enjoyed ringing the bell – once for Betty, 
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twice for Bet and three times for Fred. This didn’t go down well with the staff and once again the gimmick was short-lived.


But although Annie liked to put on a high and mighty facade, her life did have its disappointments. While she was proud of her daughter Joan, who lived in a well-to-do area of Derby, it became clear that Joan considered herself to be a cut above her mother. Not only did she believe Weatherfield was beneath her, she never deigned to visit the Rovers. Meanwhile the irresponsible Billy constantly rebelled against his mother’s expectations and continued to let her down. 


In 1984 Annie retired from the pub and went to stay with Joan in Derby, leaving Billy in charge. While he’d initially shown little interest in taking on the tenancy, he was eventually persuaded when Annie offered to pay off his gambling debts and keep the Rovers Return as a family business. 
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It was to be a short-lived tenancy and his name was above the door for less than a year. During this ill-fated time he crossed the brewery on several occasions and also had numerous brushes with the law, thanks to his illegal lock-ins and illicit gambling sessions. He also fell out with Annie’s loyal staff and sacked Fred, which left Bet and Betty fearful for the future of the pub and their jobs. The end 
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came when the pub was raided by police in a tip-off about after-hours drinking. Newton & Ridley threatened him with eviction when they discovered he had been stocking the bar with non-brewery liquor for his own profit. 


Billy handed back the tenancy before the brewery could take him to court and the much-disliked relief manager Gordon Lewis stepped in to hold the fort. Betty, who took against him in particular, urged Bet to apply for the permanent manager’s role and another Rovers’ era was about to begin…


Bet gets the 
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Food for Thought


In a bid to impress the brewery, temporary manager Fred Gee decided to lay on hot pies at lunchtime, hoping journalist Ken Barlow would give the pub a glowing review in the Weatherfield Recorder’s weekly dining-out column, ‘Food For Thought’. 


Unfortunately for Fred – and much to Bet and Betty’s amusement – the portly pot-man doubled up in pain after eating one of his own bargain-basement pies (it later turned out he was suffering from appendicitis) and Ken wasn’t impressed either. He complimented Bet and Betty’s ‘sparkling service which, along with the excellent ales, went some way to compensate for the quality of the food, which alas is well below the standard expected of pub grub in these days of the bistro explosion.’
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top job…


No-nonsense Bet knew the pub trade inside-out and ran the Rovers in a way that would have made Mrs Walker proud. But no one could have been prouder of Bet than she was of herself. She couldn’t believe after all the knocks and setbacks she’d had in life, she’d finally made something of herself and had got her name over the door of an establishment like the Rovers. This was the one place she’d been able to call home and by the time Bet took over, she’d become as much a part of the Rovers as the pumps themselves. 


In 1987 the brewery decided they no longer wanted a manageress in the pub, but wanted to let the Rovers as a tenancy in order to boost profits. So Bet either had to buy it or move out. She told them she wanted first refusal but was shocked when they asked 
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wanted first refusal but was shocked when they asked for £15,000. She only had £3,000 in savings and realised once she had made her loan repayments, she wouldn’t have any money to live on. In desperation, she turned to her friend and sparring partner, the crafty Alec Gilroy, a former showbiz agent who now ran the rival Graffiti Club. As a man known for his tight-fisted nature it came as something as a shock when Alec agreed to loan her the money, but then he’d always had his eye on Bet and the Rovers.


After just two months Bet struggled to cope with the repayments and when profits failed to improve, she feared she was in danger of losing her much-loved pub again. Her solution was to disappear overnight. Alec contacted the brewery and in an effort to protect his investment, suggested they allow him to take 
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over as temporary manager. 


Eventually Bet contacted the brewery to tell them she was in Spain and on hearing of her whereabouts, Alec hopped on the first flight out. He finally tracked her down to a grotty bar and was stunned to find her waiting on tables – but not as stunned as Bet was at being found. She admitted she couldn’t cope with the finances and had been too ashamed to ask him for help. She insisted that although she was boracic, he could have his money back as soon as she’d signed the tenancy over. But Bet was even more surprised when Alec suggested there was another way she could return to running the Rovers – if she married him. 


The odd couple tied the knot at All Saints Church in September 1987 to the surprise of almost everyone that knew them – and maybe themselves as well. They even found time to snarl at each other during their vows when Alec accused Bet of having an affair with pot-man Jack Duckworth. Bet was delighted, though, when Alec gave her the Rovers’ tenancy as a wedding present. While there was no doubt they were an unlikely pairing, with slimy Alec more concerned with the takings than the needs of his wife, their relationship of bickering and bantering seemed to work. 


Shortly after their marriage Bet discovered she was pregnant and even Alec was taken aback at how excited he was at the prospect of them having a child together. But their happiness was short-lived 
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Ridley’s American Dream
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When new brewery upstart Nigel Ridley announced he was planning a trendier image for the Rovers, it didn’t go down well with Bet or Alec. The premises were to be renamed Yankees and the ambitious plans included buying the Barlows’ next door and turning the upper floor into a restaurant called the Bronx Bar. He even wanted the staff to wear uniforms and baseball caps. Instead the Gilroys went on strike, barricading themselves into the Rovers and only serving trusted regulars via the backyard. Luckily for the locals, when Ridley attempted to repossess the pub, former brewery grandee Cecil Newton came out of retirement and turned on him, dismissing his ‘foolish young ideas’ and declaring: ‘Nobody is going to be wearing cowboy hats and selling fire water in the Rovers while I’m alive. The Rovers stays as it is, a working men’s pub where working men live.’
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when Bet miscarried. The tragic event was particularly tough for Bet as it sharply brought back the pain and despair she’d experienced in 1975 when her only child, Martin, who she’d given up for adoption as a baby, was killed in a car crash.


While losing their unborn baby did moment­arily bring the Gilroys closer together, their marriage came to an end in 1992 when Alec was offered the job of a lifetime as Entertainments Manager at Sunliners Cruise Line based in Southampton. It was his dream job and although Bet could see how much it meant to him, she couldn’t face leaving her friends and her home. After talking it over with Betty she became nostalgic about the past and when Alec accepted 
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money didn’t matter, she realised she belonged in the Rovers and couldn’t leave. She asked him to stay in Weatherfield with her, but a furious Alec accused Bet of always putting the pub first, and in doing so this time she had wrecked their marriage. With those parting words he left for Southampton, leaving behind a heartbroken Bet.


Once more she picked herself up, dusted herself down and painted on a smile for the punters out front. Soon, profit-obsessed Newton & Ridley boss Richard Willmore was on her case and informed her she was overstaffed. He demanded she let someone go but Bet insisted she’d checked the accounts and refused to sack anyone. 


However, when Willmore went through the books with her Bet discovered Alec had been claiming wages for both Hilda Ogden, who’d retired six years earlier, and long-gone former barmaid Angie Freeman, and had thereby been fiddling the Inland Revenue. Bet cursed Alec’s dodgy dealings, and finally took off her wedding ring, swearing she was never going to put it on again. 


The following year crooked councillor Harry Potts informed Bet that Weatherfield Council was planning to widen Rosamund 
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Street and demolish the Rovers. He promised to drip-feed her vital information and fight her corner. In return and to keep him in favour, she gave him drinks on the house. Worried about her future, she confided in her mate Stella Rigby at the White Swan. To her astonishment, Stella revealed Harry had also been telling her the council were about to demolish the White Swan. They realised they’d been taken for mugs, with Harry conning the pair of them, and so they decided to take their revenge. After confirmation from Rovers’ regular councillor Alf Roberts that there were no plans to widen Rosamund Street, she and Stella invited Harry to Reg Holdsworth’s engagement party in the Rovers, revealed they knew the truth and then forced him to buy free drinks all round in exchange for their silence!


Bet continued to manage the boozer until a shock announcement in 1995 when Newton & Ridley revealed it was selling six of its pubs as part of the company’s restructuring plan, and on that list was the Rovers Return Inn with an asking price of £68,000. She was given first refusal, but a meeting with the bank manager failed to secure her the necessary funds. Despite this bitter blow, she was back behind the bar that same evening with a forced smile and cheery chat for her loyal customers and friends.
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an interest in investing, Bet perked up no end and, with her hopes raised, she managed to persuade the brewery to drop the price by £2,000. On a high she jumped the gun and started blabbing to the staff that she and Rita were going into partnership and buying the Rovers together. On hearing Bet had already broadcast the news before they’d reached an agreement, Rita decided not to go through with the deal, which led to an almighty row between the two formidable women. 
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