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  Praise for The Search for the Perfect Pub




  ‘Part elegy, part manifesto, a deeply satisfying draught of a travelogue with a chaser of history. This is a book that celebrates without sentiment the great British

  contribution to social life, political thought and bar snacks’




  Stuart Maconie




  ‘A wholehearted celebration of the old-fashioned pub and all it represents’




  Time Out, Book of the Week




  ‘Part road trip, part pub guide and part lament, Paul Moody and Robin Turner’s book takes its lead from George Orwell’s fantasy pub . . . the enthusiasm for

  fine beers and charming independent pubs makes reading it very thirsty work’




  Financial Times




  ‘Makes an excellent case for using and encouraging our pubs’




  Independent on Sunday, Books of the Year




  ‘A book so persuasive you’ll resolve to visit at least one pub every day for the rest of your life’




  Paul De Noyer, WORD magazine




  ‘A timely and heartfelt reminder of how pubs are far more than simple boozing dens (although there’s nothing wrong with a simple boozing den) and why we need them

  now more than ever’




  Pete Brown, Beer Writer of the Year 2012




  ‘A serious investigation of the decline of pub culture’




  Giles Foden, Conde Nast Traveller




  ‘Written with a personality and intelligence that gives the book the feel of an informed, passionate chat down the pub’




  The Quietus




  ‘A rattling good yarn, the fruit of a three-year journey measuring – surprisingly favourably – today’s pubs with a template set 65 years ago by George

  Orwell’




  Scotland on Sunday




  ‘The enthusiasm shines through. The authors put themselves in the firing line without any worries for their own health or, at times, sanity’




  London Drinker
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  My favourite public-house, the Moon Under Water, is only two minutes from a bus stop, but it is on a side-street, and drunks and

  rowdies never seem to find their way there, even on Saturday nights. Its clientele, though fairly large, consists mostly of ‘regulars’ who occupy the same chair every evening and go

  there for conversation as much as for the beer.




  If you are asked why you favour a particular public-house, it would seem natural to put the beer first, but the thing that most appeals to me about the Moon Under Water is what people call its

  ‘atmosphere’.




  To begin with, its whole architecture and fittings are uncompromisingly Victorian. It has no glass-topped tables or other modern miseries, and, on the other hand, no sham roof-beams, ingle-nooks

  or plastic panels masquerading as oak. The grained woodwork, the ornamental mirrors behind the bar, the cast-iron fireplaces, the florid ceiling stained dark yellow by tobacco-smoke, the stuffed

  bull’s head over the mantelpiece – everything has the solid, comfortable ugliness of the nineteenth century.




  In winter there is generally a good fire burning in at least two of the bars, and the Victorian lay-out of the place gives one plenty of elbow-room. There is a public bar, a saloon bar, a

  ladies’ bar, a bottle-and-jug for those who are too bashful to buy their supper beer publicly, and, upstairs, a dining-room.




  Games are only played in the public, so that in the other bars you can walk about without constantly ducking to avoid flying darts.




  In the Moon Under Water it is always quiet enough to talk. The house possesses neither a radio nor a piano, and even on Christmas Eve and such occasions the singing that happens is of a decorous

  kind.




  The barmaids know most of their customers by name, and take a personal interest in everyone. They are all middle-aged women – two of them have their hair dyed in quite surprising shades

  – and they call everyone ‘dear’, irrespective of age or sex. (‘Dear,’ not ‘Ducky’: pubs where the barmaid calls you ‘ducky’ always have a

  disagreeable raffish atmosphere.)




  Unlike most pubs, the Moon Under Water sells tobacco as well as cigarettes, and it also sells aspirins and stamps, and is obliging about letting you use the telephone.




  You cannot get dinner at the Moon Under Water, but there is always the snack counter where you can get liver-sausage sandwiches, mussels (a speciality of the house), cheese, pickles and those

  large biscuits with caraway seeds in them which only seem to exist in public-houses.




  Upstairs, six days a week, you can get a good, solid lunch – for example, a cut off the joint, two vegetables and boiled jam roll – for about three shillings.




  The special pleasure of this lunch is that you can have draught stout with it. I doubt whether as many as 10 per cent of London pubs serve draught stout, but the Moon Under Water is one of them.

  It is a soft, creamy sort of stout, and it goes better in a pewter pot.




  They are particular about their drinking vessels at the Moon Under Water, and never, for example, make the mistake of serving a pint of beer in a handleless glass. Apart from glass and pewter

  mugs, they have some of those pleasant strawberry-pink china ones which are now seldom seen in London. China mugs went out about 30 years ago, because most people like their drink to be

  transparent, but in my opinion beer tastes better out of china.




  The great surprise of the Moon Under Water is its garden. You go through a narrow passage leading out of the saloon, and find yourself in a fairly large garden with plane

  trees, under which there are little green tables with iron chairs round them. Up at one end of the garden there are swings and a chute for the children.




  On summer evenings there are family parties, and you sit under the plane trees having beer or draught cider to the tune of delighted squeals from children going down the chute. The prams with

  the younger children are parked near the gate.




  Many are the virtues of the Moon Under Water, I think that the garden is its best feature, because it allows whole families to go there instead of Mum having to stay at home and mind the baby

  while Dad goes out alone.




  And though, strictly speaking, they are only allowed in the garden, the children tend to seep into the pub and even to fetch drinks for their parents. This, I believe, is against the law, but it

  is a law that deserves to be broken, for it is the puritanical nonsense of excluding children – and therefore, to some extent, women – from pubs that has turned these places into mere

  boozing-shops instead of the family gathering-places that they ought to be.




  The Moon Under Water is my ideal of what a pub should be – at any rate, in the London area. (The qualities one expects of a country pub are slightly different.)




  But now is the time to reveal something which the discerning and disillusioned reader will probably have guessed already. There is no such place as the Moon Under Water.




  That is to say, there may well be a pub of that name, but I don’t know of it, nor do I know any pub with just that combination of qualities.




  I know pubs where the beer is good but you can’t get meals, others where you can get meals but which are noisy and crowded, and others which are quiet but where the beer is generally sour.

  As for gardens, offhand I can only think of three London pubs that possess them.




  But, to be fair, I do know of a few pubs that almost come up to the Moon Under Water. I have mentioned above ten qualities that the perfect pub should have and I know one pub that has eight of

  them. Even there, however, there is no draught stout, and no china mugs.




  And if anyone knows of a pub that has draught stout, open fires, cheap meals, a garden, motherly barmaids and no radio, I should be glad to hear of it, even though its name were something as

  prosaic as the Red Lion or the Railway Arms.
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  A Thursday lunchtime in late April 2009 and Leicester Square is half demented, furious with heavy weather and directionless

  tourists. A hailstorm, unseasonably late – well, late if you still believe the British seasons mean anything any more – has just passed through. Vicious and intense, it’s all but

  bleached the dirt from the streets. A Hollywood premiere is being set up outside the Odeon. Security barriers branch out like creepers, penning in crowds braving the weather in the hope of catching

  a glimpse of someone they saw in Heat a few weeks ago. Befuddled, soaked and losing my bearings, I veer off into the pub next to the cinema.




  Long and slipper-thin, the bar edges its way awkwardly away from the Square. It’s standing room only. The cast of characters is reliably one-dimensional. Solo drinkers, men of a certain

  age, cradle glasses and mentally count out pennies and pounds into pint-sized denominations. The looks on their faces are all the same. Every one of them contemplating what to do between now and

  last orders, that moment of cruel and unusual punishment heralded with the words: ‘Time, gentlemen, please!’




  There is no music, nothing here to distract you from the slow throb of stolen time. In fact, there isn’t anything to raise the blood pressure other than the reflective tick and tock of

  steady daytime drinking. Nothing, that is, except for Sky News flickering away silently from big-screen televisions, a constant high-def tickertape of bad vibes, just in case you’d forgotten

  what it was like out there in the real world.




  On the upside, there are lots of options at the bar, not just the usual cooking lagers. I get change from £2.50 for a pint of Brains SA Gold, which is pretty amazing for a pub in the

  beating heart of central London.




  Why, then, am I sat here just five minutes later, stunned numb and staring at the foam-flecked sides of a half-empty pint glass? This pub should be the perfect respite from the craziness

  outside, but it’s just not clicking. There’s nothing glaringly wrong here other than a lack of personality, the kind which should come swelling out of the hand pumps. The problem is

  that you could be in a flat-pack boozer anywhere in the UK. This isn’t a place where you could make friends from strangers. To me, it feels like the booze equivalent of a burger joint –

  quick, cheap, cheerless, soulless. Would you like fries with that, sir? Next!




  It’s called The Moon Under Water, named after George Orwell’s essay from 1946 about the perfect pub, yet it doesn’t provide the warming glow of a proper local – the kind

  of place that feels like a hug from a loved one, that sends the blood rushing to your cheeks like a roaring log fire.




  There used to be another Moon Under Water not 500 yards from the pub I’m sat in, a pub so vast it ran from street to street, tunnelling under an entire block of central London. You could

  enter on Greek Street in sunshine and exit onto Charing Cross Road in snow.




  That Moon was formerly the Marquee Club. When refitted, the rock ’n’ roll ghosts were exorcised from the venue, leaving something that resembled a vast Bavarian beer hall designed by

  the Temperance Movement as a harsh lesson to discourage social drinking. Although epic in scale, you would never hear the din of chinking tankards and bawdy songs, of shared jokes and declarations

  of love between friends both lifelong and fair-weathered.




  The West End isn’t the only place where you could chance upon Moon Under Water pubs. From Balham to Boston (Lincs), Cheltenham to Cradley Heath, there are pints being pulled in licensed

  establishments inspired by Orwell’s wistful paean to the perfect pub. Perhaps the most notable tribute was the one opened in 1995 in a converted cinema space in Manchester. The Guinness

  Book of Records states that the Deansgate pub-cum-stadium is the largest boozer in Britain, regularly packing in up to 1,700 drinkers on busy weekends. In his bestselling treatise on

  nationhood, The English, Jeremy Paxman states: ‘There are sixty-five staff and an effigy of the Coronation Street character Ena Sharples, brooding over the place like some

  fertility goddess. It is noisy, in your face and on a Saturday evening packed with hundreds of young men and women getting aggressively drunk on frothy, imported American beer.’




  Each of these Moons is part of the J.D. Wetherspoon chain, the 815-strong, fiercely independent pub company set up by the maverick Irishman Tim Martin. Although admirable in looking to the

  Orwell piece for inspiration, it would be hard to argue that many of the defining traits remain recognisable. Today’s versions are more like distortions; as stretched and warped as

  reflections in a fairground hall of mirrors.




  So, what to do about it other than sit around complaining about how things aren’t what they used to be?




  After a decade and a half working in music (i.e., sat in lounge bars the world over with this year’s model) in 2008 Paul and I started work on The Rough Pub

  Guide, a tribute to some of the country’s more eccentric watering holes. However, as we combed our high streets and side streets, looking for the quirky and the quixotic, we found fewer

  and fewer pubs you’d want to idle away your time in. Instead, we discovered a silent army of identikit establishments offering a soulless, homogenised experience, with any chink of

  individuality ironed out.




  In the years since, frustration has turned into bewilderment and, at times, despair. How could one of our most loved institutions have become so unloved and undervalued? And why does it feel as

  if the pub’s central role in our culture is fast turning into one as a walk-on extra?




  To find out, we set out to discover if George Orwell’s vision of the perfect pub was actually out there, a beacon of individuality, wit and wisdom in the gloom. Did it still exist, down a

  winding country lane or a quiet backstreet? Or had it already been destroyed by the wrecking ball or gastro-ised, its darts teams washed away on a tide of sea bass?




  Our journey took on the form of a meandering pub conversation: from the House of Commons to the Pembury Estate in Hackney; from glorious Burgh Island in Devon to apocalyptic Blackpool Pleasure

  Beach; from city bars full of blazing neon to the oldest pub in Edinburgh. Along the way we talked and listened to hundreds of people, from publicans and politicians, brewers and barflies, pop

  stars and poets, [pub] revolutionaries and raging soaks. And all along the way, we met representatives from CAMRA (Campaign for Real Ale), the pressure group fighting for drinkers’ rights

  – after all, if you’re going to tour the country pub by pub, it seems sensible to talk to the people who know where the best beer is served. In the end, pretty much the only person we

  didn’t speak to was Orwell himself (although, as we hope you’ll discover, we got pretty close).




  While the results are, of course, hopelessly subjective, we’d like to think they shine a light on those pubs which still fly the flag for independence in the face of corporate domination

  and the onset of a homogenised ‘clone town’ Britain: the ones which feed the community yet give back in double measures, at happy hour prices.




  More than that, we hope this book will strike a chord with anyone who has ever found themselves lost in reverie, daydreaming about their perfect pub on a long afternoon at work, at home or at

  the match. One where the welcome is warm, the beer is cold and you get a flash of what Charles Bukowski meant by riding ‘life straight to perfect laughter’. Congratulations.

  You’re in The Moon Under Water.
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  I’ve always thought that pubs are like songs; there’s one to suit every mood, and the great ones stay with you for

  ever. You can lift the spirits in a buzzing city bar or chase away the blues in a cosy country inn. Soothe the soul in a glittering gin palace or rant and rave the night away in a grungy backstreet

  boozer.




  With booze as the muse you’ll always come out more in tune with the universe than when you went in. In a society seemingly hell-bent on making us anxious, depressed, nervous or

  stressed-out, pubs are mini-republics of hope; independent states of mind where we feel at our most relaxed, charming and witty (usually before stumbling home via the kebab shop). Finally free from

  the whir of the CCTV cameras and the clutches of advertisers, we’re no longer consumers or competitors, but citizens; equals united by the three magic words: ‘fancy a pint?’




  ‘The plain fact is alcohol makes other people, and indeed life itself, a good deal less boring,’ wrote Christopher Hitchens.




  But the pub offers more than just a liquid escape route from the daily grind. In a fast-changing world, it marks both time and place, mapping the co-ordinates of our lives: from first

  dates to break-ups; weddings to wakes; teenage idealism to middle-years pragmatism.




  As we make the breathless leaps from school to college to work in search of our future, it’s in the pub that we find out how the world really operates; discover its hinges, trapdoors and

  zips, and get to see through the cracks in life. It’s a dream depository, too; where hopes and ideas, long discarded or forgotten, can flare back to life, even if just for an evening.




  Scorn for such views is rife these days. The killjoys are on the rise, and mentioning one’s selfless research in the field of pubology is as likely to prompt a roll of the eyes or a

  pointed reminder to update your LinkedIn profile than gracious thanks.




  But knowing what constitutes a good pub seems as much a part of our aesthetic appreciation of life as any book, record or film.




  It seems strange, then, that most books on pubs are either dry academic studies or gonzo travelogues. If the pub means so much to us, isn’t it worth taking a closer look at it?




  According to the latest figures from the British Beer and Pub Association, there are currently 52,000 pubs in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. Like Radiohead albums, some of these

  are more accessible than others.




  A visit to the Tan Hill Inn in the North Yorkshire Dales requires climbing to a remote stretch of moorland 1,732 feet above sea level where, in midwinter, patrons are often snowed in for up to a

  week. A trip to The Castlebay Inn in the Outer Hebrides, meanwhile, involves a flight in a twin-prop plane and a tricky beach landing on the Isle of Barra (known to the locals, incidentally, as

  ‘Barradise’). Anyone who fancies a pint at The Marisco Tavern on Lundy Island will need to take a two-hour trip across the Bristol Channel, where, should you miss the klaxon signalling

  the departure of the last boat, you’ll be left with only puffins for company for three days.




  So where else leaps out from this imaginary list of pubs, as rousingly British as ‘Rule, Brittania’?1 There’s the oldest ones, obviously

  (a toss-up between Nottingham’s Ye Olde Trip to Jerusalem and The Fighting Cocks in St Albans); the smallest (The Nutshell in Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, just 15ft x 7ft); and the one boasting

  the longest name (deep breath: The Old Thirteenth Cheshire Astley Volunteer Rifleman Corps Inn, in Stalybridge, Manchester).




  Then there’s the ones who’ve scratched their names into our cultural history while no one was looking. Without the Bat & Ball Inn, home of the Hambeldon Cricket Club, would the

  game have developed, as David Gower puts it in the foreword to John Goldsmith’s Hambledon, ‘from a sport to an art’? Would the razor-wit of Punch magazine,

  launched in 1841, have been the same without a few sharpeners at The Punch Tavern in Fleet Street, where it was conceived? Would musicians in Cornish inns, Yorkshire snugs and Hebridean back rooms

  still sing long into the night without knowledge of the communal singsong, traceable to the ‘wassails’ of Anglo-Saxon ale houses? And, while we’re on the subject, where would pop

  music be, had The Beatles not plotted their teenage masterplan at The White Star, close to The Cavern?




  Other cultures have benefited, too. Both Marx and Lenin are said to have refreshed their intellects at The Pindar of Wakefield, in London’s Gray’s Inn Road, while Thomas Paine called

  the English pub ‘the cradle of American Independence’, having written The Rights of Man at, variously, The Old Red Lion, Clerkenwell, and The White Hart in Lewes.




  Other pubs catch the eye for different reasons. The Marsden Grotto in South Shields, built into the cliff face by a retired quarry man called ‘Jack the Blaster’, comes complete with

  an exterior zigzag staircase, while The Pack of Cards in Combe Martin, Devon, comes in the exact shape of a pack of playing cards, complete with 52 windows, 13 doors and 4 floors; all the work of a

  gambling squire named George Ley in 1690 to commemorate a hefty win. All very odd, then, but trumped comprehensively by The Fleece Inn in Worcestershire (where chalk ‘witch circles’

  prevent the arrival of any stray phantoms down the chimney) and The Barley Mow in Bonsall, Derbyshire, where landlord David Wragg races chickens and conducts UFO tours of the area, known locally as

  the ‘Matlock Triangle’, following the sighting of strange lights in the sky in 2000.




  But then pubs and mysteries go together like gin and tonic. A Mass Observation study conducted at the end of the 1930s and published in 1943 even concluded, in answer to the question ‘what

  is a pub?’ that no typical pub existed.




  As Paul Jennings writes in The Local: A History of the English Pub: ‘It is an institution which has always been evolving. Moreover, it has done so in response to changes in the

  wider society, and its development cannot be understood without reference to them.’




  Perhaps the problem is that the pub sometimes feels like a long-term lover, faithful for decades: you can never quite describe it without feeling a sharp tug on the heart strings. ‘To

  write of the English Pub is almost to write of England itself,’ wrote Thomas Burke in The English Inn in 1927, declaring it is ‘as familiar in the national consciousness as the

  oak and the ash and the village green and the church spire’.




  Dr Johnson, an enthusiastic patron of the 18th-century tavern, famously declared: ‘As I enter the door of a tavern, I experience an oblivion of care, and a freedom from solicitude... there

  is nothing which has yet been contrived by man by which so much happiness is produced by a good tavern or inn.’ Which is all very well, but it doesn’t tell us what a pub actually

  is.




  Personally, I prefer the description published in the London Mercury in May 1928. A Mr McLaren wrote that the warmth of a pub’s welcome, the solidity of its architecture and the

  contentment of its customers made it: ‘the true temple of the English genius – the poetic spirit so essentially a part of the English character’.




  Does that sound fanciful? It’s not meant to. It’s just that pubs tend to do that, too. They’re a magical halfway house between home and work where we shrug off the straitjacket

  of conformity and finally say what we really think. Or, as the celebrated beer writer Michael Jackson puts it: ‘proper pubs are havens in which one can anchor the soul, and hope’.




  To logistics, then. To visit every pub in the UK, at a steady rate of, say, five a day, would take 28½ years. Even between two of us, that still works out at just over

  14 years each. Which seems a little excessive when you consider that Christopher Columbus’s first voyage to the New World took just under six months, Roald Amundsen’s mission to the

  South Pole took less than three years and Apollo 11 travelled to the moon and back in just over eight days.




  Other intrepid travellers have passed this way before, of course. The Good Beer Guide, compiled by the Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA), has been listing pubs which offer a reliable

  service since 1974. Impressively, ten pubs have made it into every edition, thanks to their ‘unwavering dedication to real ale’.2 CAMRA’s

  regional associations, meanwhile, provide annual garlands for best district pubs as well as one overall winner. In 2010–11 it was The Harp in London’s Covent Garden.




  On a normal day the Harp shimmers like a tiny emerald amidst the West End beer-o-dromes. However, when we visited on a damp Thursday lunchtime, the beer tasted good and the whiff of homemade

  sausages could have sent Pavlov’s dog into a seizure, but squashed between some bankers and stockbrokers, the Harp’s subtleties were lost.




  Which brings us neatly to the point. Any search for the perfect pub is, of course, entirely subjective without some kind of agreed ideal in mind. A treasure map, if you like, universally

  recognised as providing the co-ordinates for pub nirvana. The good news, then, is that we’ve got one.




  It wasn’t, you may be disappointed to learn, found among Oliver Reed’s possessions following his untimely death at The Pub in Valetta, Malta, having downed eight pints of lager, rum

  and whisky and victoriously arm-wrestled a group of sailors. Nor was it discovered underneath a bar stool at Soho’s Coach and Horses, DNA verified as the work of Jeffrey Bernard. It was, in

  fact, written by a 42-year-old called Eric, more commonly known as George. He rarely got drunk, seldom kept alcohol in the house and only drank lager on sufferance. And to obtain it, we must travel

  back 65 years.




  I’m sitting in booth 108 of the Microfilm Reading Room of the British Library’s National Archive in Colindale, when a bored-looking girl walks over and wordlessly

  places a small cardboard box in front of me. Inside, there’s a single oily black reel of microfilm marked ‘London Evening Standard January/February 1946’.




  I attach it to the spool, flick on the light box and hit the red fast-forward button. Suddenly the pages flare into life and I’m whizzing through the days like Rod Taylor in H.G.

  Wells’ s Time Machine; reliving news that’s long forgotten but still eerily familiar: Revolt In Cairo. 276 Dead In Earthquake. Tories: Who Will Lead The Opposition? Fuel

  Shortage Worsens. Spy Arrested. Manhunt for child’s kidnap slayer. Ten Men Fulham Take Cup Lead. Spurs Seek New Players.




  It’s an odd sensation, reeling in the days and months at the touch of a button. Instinctively, I pull a small black lever, the pages slowly blur into focus and suddenly I’m back

  where I need to be: Saturday 9 February 1946.




  On the front page, block capitals proclaim: ‘FLOODS CUT LMS MAIN LINE: Travellers are warned “Do not use Euston!” ’ On page three, beneath the headline: ‘Why

  Don’t They Tidy Up Islington?’ there is an angry complaint about the number of bombsites still left uncleared after the end of the war. ‘Rubble, the remnants of Anderson shelters

  and barbed wire entanglements lie abandoned in the streets’ fumes the editorial, along with ‘even the wrecked remains of motor vehicles’. The adverts, meanwhile, act as reminders

  of the strange dualities of post-war Britain.




  In one, a sketch of a feisty female worker with rolled-up sleeves and a polka-dot headscarf proclaims: ‘Biscuits keep you going! They are an important food – not a luxury.’

  Opposite it, another advertises Maldano Cocktails, Damson Cream: ‘Late Night Final, White Heart Cherry, Limetail, Creamy Egg Flip, Whoopee! Back on sale at 14/6d.’




  On page four, a human interest story seems to capture the sense of storm clouds slowly lifting: ‘Mr Harry Driver, 74, cycled nine miles in heavy rain to fetch a four-year-old girl’s

  ration of bananas, which were on sale for the first time at Alton.’




  It’s the weekend essay tucked away on page six that I’m looking for, however. Written by a regular columnist by the name of George Orwell, it extols the virtues of the author’s

  favourite pub. ‘My favourite public-house, The Moon Under Water, is only two minutes from a bus stop, but it is on a side-street and drunks and rowdies never seem to find their way there,

  even on Saturday nights,’ it begins. ‘Its clientele, though fairly large, consists mostly of “regulars” who occupy the same chair every evening and go there for the

  conversation as much as the beer.




  ‘If you are asked why you favour a particular public-house it would seem natural to put the beer first, but the thing that most appeals to me about The Moon Under Water is what people call

  its ‘atmosphere”.’




  Orwell reports that the interior is ‘uncompromisingly Victorian’, including ‘grained woodwork, cast-iron fireplaces and ornamental mirrors above the bar’, with the florid

  ceiling ‘stained dark yellow by tobacco-smoke’, providing it with the ‘solid comfortable ugliness of the nineteenth century’.




  The pub possesses ‘neither a radio nor a piano’, ensuring that it is always ‘quiet enough to talk’ and in winter ‘there is generally a good fire burning in at least

  two of the bars, and the Victorian layout of the place gives one plenty of elbow-room’.




  Service in the three adjoining bars (public, saloon and ladies) is provided by attentive barmaids who know ‘most of their customers by name, and take a personal interest in everyone. They

  are all middle-aged women – two of them have their hair dyed in quite surprising shades – and they call everyone “dear”, irrespective of age or sex.’ Games, meanwhile,

  are restricted to the public bar ‘so that in the other bars you can walk about without constantly ducking to avoid flying darts’.




  Upstairs, a ‘good solid lunch – for example, a cut off the joint, two vegetables and boiled jam roll’ is available six days a week, and the pub also sells tobacco, cigarettes,

  aspirins and stamps, and is ‘obliging about letting you use the telephone’. While you can’t get dinner there is ‘always the snack counter where you can get liver-sausage

  sandwiches, mussels (a speciality of the house), cheese, pickles and those large biscuits with caraway seeds in them which only seem to exist in public-houses.’




  The pub, unlike most, also serves a ‘creamy sort of stout’ which ‘goes better in a pewter pot’ and the barmaids never make ‘the mistake of serving a pint of beer in

  a handleless glass.’




  Occasionally, beer is served in strawberry-pink china mugs, the kind rarely seen ‘because most people like their drink to be transparent’ but which accord with Orwell’s belief

  that ‘beer tastes better out of china’.




  The pub’s ‘great surprise’, he explains, is a garden reached via a narrow passage from the saloon bar. Here, patrons can sip beer or draught cider beneath the plane trees on

  ‘little green tables with iron chairs around them’ while children play on swings or a chute, occasionally nipping into the public bar to ‘fetch their parents more

  refreshment’. He concludes that the garden is the pub’s best feature, because ‘it allows whole families to go there instead of Mum having to stay at home and mind the baby while

  Dad goes out alone’.




  However, just as you can smell the hops, hear the saloon bar chatter and see the dust particles glittering in the sunlight, Orwell delivers the punchline which, he suggests, the

  ‘discerning and disillusioned reader’ will ‘probably have guessed already’: The Moon Under Water exists only in his imagination. ‘That is to say, there may well be a

  pub of that name, but I don’t know of it, nor do I know any pub with just that combination of qualities. I know pubs where the beer is good but you can’t get meals, others where you can

  get meals which are noisy and crowded, and others which are quiet but where the beer is generally sour. As for gardens, offhand I can only think of three London pubs that possess them. And if

  anyone knows of a pub that has draught stout, open fires, cheap meals, a garden, motherly barmaids and no radio, I should be glad to hear of it, even though its name were something as prosaic as

  The Red Lion or The Railway Arms.’




  A rainy day in Soho. It’s spring and I’m sitting in a pub called The Fitzroy Tavern waiting for Alan Avenall, a member of the Save the Pub Society and Orwell

  enthusiast.




  Looking out onto the hustle and bustle of Charlotte Street, it strikes me that the capital must look very different to how it did back in 1946. Shops struggling with post-war privations have

  been replaced by swish pavement cafés; crop shortages replaced with obesity scares, and judging by the frantic tapping sounds from nearby tables, ration books with Facebook.




  On the surface, Orwell’s vision seems a long, long way away. It’s doubtful there’s a single pub in Britain still serving liver-sausage sandwiches, let alone beers in china

  mugs.




  However, much like his fiction, Orwell’s vision of the perfect pub continues to haunt us down the years. Entering the words: ‘Moon Under Water, Orwell’ into Google reveals

  837,000 references to this boozy paradise, while even a casual trawl of the internet reveals bloggers of all ages, colours and creeds letting their imagination run riot on the theme.




  We’ve agreed to meet at The Fitzroy, because, all things considered, it seemed the obvious place. Perched insouciantly on the corner of Charlotte Street and Windmill Street in the heart of

  London’s West End, the pub once attracted Orwell and literary contemporaries such as Dylan Thomas, Cyril Connolly and Harold Acton through its doors, part of a regular clientele including

  Quentin Crisp, ‘wickedest man in the world’ Aleister Crowley and Nina Hammett, Queen of Bohemia, who would trade tales of her adventures with Picasso for the price of a gin.




  I’m a little early, and I start thinking about how, seen through the prism of history, 1940s Soho3 seems like an idyllic sort of place, a louche

  republic operating on its own set of rules not unlike the Republic of Burgundy in Passport to Pimlico.




  Fitzrovia had attracted artists since the late 19th century when John Constable, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and James McNeill Whistler all lived and worked in the area, but it wasn’t until the

  influx of writers such as Roy Campbell, Anthony Powell and Jack Lindsay into the area in the twenties that The Fitzroy Tavern’s reputation began to grow as a rough ’n’ ready

  alternative to the salons of Bloomsbury. Patrick Hamilton soon joined them, his love-hate affair with the demi-monde captured in his trilogy of novels set in the fictitious Fitzrovia pub The

  Midnight Bell.




  ‘It was perhaps the only area in London where the rules didn’t apply,’ said the musician and writer George Melly of the square mile just north and south of Oxford Street.

  ‘It was a bohemian no-go area, tolerance its password, where bad behaviour was cherished.’




  In The French House on Dean Street, Dylan Thomas, Francis Bacon and Daniel Farson would prop up the bar, engaged in eloquent slanging matches, egged on by fellow barflies who were ‘deathly

  pale, wore shades and looked like artistic gangsters.’4 Around the corner at The Wheatsheaf on Rathbone Place, Julian Maclaren-Ross would hold court in

  the back bar while down the road at the George on Great Portland Street, the ‘BBC Bohemia’ of Hugh MacDiarmid, W.H. Auden, Robert Graves, Lawrence Durrell and Muriel Spark would

  congregate, all before tumbling down the stairs of drinking dens such as The Mandrake, The Gargoyle and The Colony.




  These days, all that remains of The Fitzroy’s outrageous clientele are the photographs lining the walls of the downstairs Writers & Artists Bar, looking balefully down on a group of

  thrusting young advertising execs talking loudly about the need for ‘guerrilla strategies’. Much like the rest of Soho, it feels as airbrushed as the glossy magazines in the newsagent

  opposite, more like a theme park or a film set than an artistic playground.




  Alan Avenall explains that he first visited The Fitzroy in 1985. The area has changed dramatically since, but, like most things, there are good and bad sides. ‘This is a

  Sam Smith’s pub now, which brings in a lot of advertising people who don’t want to spend much money,’ he says wryly. ‘As you can imagine, that’s not the healthiest

  mix. On the positive side, The Newman Arms down the road is still a terrific little pub, and I don’t think it was ever half as bad as Orwell makes out in

  Aspidistra.’5




  Dressed in a tweed suit and sporting a battered leather suitcase, Avenall doesn’t have the look of the typical pub aficionado. Thin as a cocktail stick, his every statement is a precise

  bulletin of good sense, delivered with a deadpan understatement. ‘The search for the perfect pub, eh?’ he says, almost under his breath. ‘It’s out there. You’ve just

  got to find it.’




  I had the agreeable impression that, like Orwell before him, he saw society at a crossroads, and that along the way something precious had been lost. ‘It’s very interesting that

  you’ve dug this article up,’ he says, clearly intrigued that anyone should still be interested in some yellowing newsprint first published 65 years ago. ‘Because, like most of

  Orwell’s writing, “The Moon Under Water” is more relevant today than it ever was. Think about it. When Orwell wrote The Road to Wigan Pier the country was in the middle

  of a terrible recession, the government had just embarked on the most radical reduction of public spending in generations and there was an old Etonian as prime minister. Does any of that sound

  familiar?’




  While Avenall is at the bar, I go through a mental check of Orwell’s life. Apart from the typical, school-age enthusiasms for Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, and a

  voracious reading of his fiction at college (I’d been spellbound by Keep the Aspidistra Flying, and devoured the rest) what did I really know about the author of two of our most

  famous novels, and greatest modern essayist?




  Born Eric Arthur Blair and educated at Eton, he rejected a life of privilege following an unhappy stint in the Indian Imperial Police in Burma. While early books Down and Out in Paris and

  London and The Road to Wigan Pier detailed life on the peeling edges of society, his literary progress was halted by a fascist sniper’s bullet while fighting in the

  International Brigades during the Spanish Civil War. Subsequently dogged by ill health, his journalistic output was then dwarfed by the international acclaim for Animal Farm and, in 1949,

  Nineteen Eighty-Four. It feels like a pretty flimsy resumé, and I’m relieved when Avenall’s return finds him plunging straight in with his own interpretation of

  Orwell’s status as the acceptable (if slightly gaunt) face of radicalism.




  ‘It’s funny, people talk about him as some paragon of principled Englishness, but he offers us far more than that. He was more of a dissenter than anything, but his strike rate in

  terms of predicting the way society operates is uncanny. Obviously, the buzzwords from his fiction like Big Brother, Room 101 and Newspeak are now embedded in the language, but his ideas have

  seeped into the way we think. Thought crime crops up everywhere from Hollywood movies like Inception to the current mania for hounding celebrities who have texted someone they

  shouldn’t. As for Nineteen Eighty-Four’s mantra that we are in a perpetual state of war, well, that feels truer than ever. In the course of our own lifetime our supposed

  enemies have shape-shifted from the Russians to the IRA to Colonel Gaddafi to Al-Qaeda and now back to Gaddafi again, give or take the odd incursion into Iraq and Afghanistan. What’s the

  difference between that and Oceania’s constant war with Eastasia and Eurasia? We’re being fed a seamless flow of paranoia, it’s just that most people don’t choose to

  listen.’




  I’m put slightly off balance by this outburst, and clumsily attempt to steer him in a different direction. In fact, I find myself saying, ‘So where does The Moon Under Water come

  into this?’




  Alan takes a deep draught of beer. ‘Well, he could, of course, just be talking about an amalgamation of his favourite pubs, which could have been any number in Islington or the West End,

  including this one. But Orwell cared passionately about pubs. You could interpret it as his way of saying that we should cherish our pubs or we might lose them.’




  In a review of the Mass Observation’s study of ‘Worktowh (Bolton, Lancashire), published in 1943 as The Pub and the People, Orwell extolled the pub as ‘one of the

  basic institutions of English life’ and enthused about the need for it to continue ‘despite the harassing tactics of non-conformist local authorities’. The pub, he wrote, with its

  ‘elaborate social ritual, its animated conversations... its songs and weekend comedians’ provided a healthy contrast with ‘the passive, drug-like pleasures of the cinema and

  radio’.




  But the smile playing around Alan’s lips tells me he knows this already. ‘The other key thing about The Moon Under Water is that Orwell makes it clear that it’s completely free

  from any connotations of drunkenness. It’s a place for reflection and calm, an escape from daily life. These days it seems like everyone is plugged into some form of electronic device or

  other. You don’t need to be a genius to see the parallels between the telescreens of Nineteen Eighty-Four and our modern obsessions with technology, be it the internet, mobile phones

  or social networking sites. Most of which, let’s face it, is constant chatter without any real value or importance to society. So in that sense you could argue that in “The Moon Under

  Water” he’s celebrating the quiet things in life, aware that technology would one day have us in its grip.’




  I’d never thought of the pub like that: as a defence mechanism against the modern world, but Avenall is clearly on a roll, and it seems daft to stop him.




  ‘What I’m trying to say is, he saw the pub as a place where people are allowed to shine. In a poem about an Italian militiaman he met during the Spanish Civil War, Orwell refers to

  the ‘crystal spirit’. I think that’s also something he saw within the population, and was conscious of how the powers-that-be try to extinguish it. When Orwell talks about the

  “atmosphere” in The Moon Under Water, I think that’s what he’s talking about. It’s a place where anyone can feel at home. David Cameron might go on about The Big

  Society but the pub has been fulfilling that role for hundreds of years.’




  There’s one more question I have to ask, but before I can get there he beats me to it.




  ‘Of course, as a search, it’s hopelessly subjective,’ Alan says, pulling on his pint. ‘The perfect pub is different for everybody, that’s the beauty of it. But if

  you’re going to look for the real Moon Under Water, it really depends on what your criteria are. If it’s all about a literal search for a pub with a Victorian interior, you’ve

  narrowed down the odds instantly. Of the 50,000 pubs or so that are left, only about 250 or so are on CAMRA’s National Inventory of Historic Pub Interiors. But I get the impression

  you’re looking for something other than that. Something a little less tangible.’




  As he’s leaving, Alan Avenall offers one last thought. I can tell he sees the whole idea of a search faintly absurd, but wants to register his approval anyway.




  ‘There’s one other thing that’s quite interesting. In Nineteen Eighty-Four the central character Winston Smith dreams of somewhere he can escape the non-stop

  supervision of The Party. He calls it “the golden country”. For me The Moon Under Water feels a bit like that. It’s a piece of the jigsaw puzzle that’s been lost, and the

  picture’s not quite right without it. If you can find it, you might just discover what it means to be British.’




  He puts down his glass and affords himself a final chuckle. ‘Funny how you can get carried away after a couple of pints, isn’t it? Either way, like they say, shoot for the

  moon.’




  It’s mid-afternoon in the British Library by the time I pack away my things and hand back the microfilm to the bored girl behind the counter. As I collect my coat

  downstairs at reception, I remark to the security guard on the art deco beauty of the building, opened in 1932 and housing periodicals dating back to the 1500s.




  ‘Oh yes, it’s beautiful,’ he says with a rueful smile. ‘But it won’t be here for much longer. They’ve sold it to developers. By this time next year it will be

  torn down and turned into flats.’




  He makes a rubbing gesture between his thumb and forefinger. ‘The old ways are going my friend. It’s all about the money now.’




  Outside, it’s a cold but bright January afternoon, the sun sitting low in the sky, and I’m strangely optimistic. If The Moon Under Water can still exist so vividly in the imagination

  after all these years, then surely there’s a chance that it may really exist, on a quiet side street or down a rambling country lane?




  It’s 4 p.m., about time for a pint, but no luck: the pub across the road has closed down. Looking through the windows I can still see empty pint glasses, dust on the bar, spirits still to

  be poured. As I head to the station, I have a vision of smiling faces, Nina Hammett laughing, and fifty-two thousand clues leading to a single alcoholic Arcadia. A tingling sensation shoots up my

  spine. Alan Avenall was right. The perfect pub was out there. We just had to find it.










   




   




   




   




  Interlude:




  On the Road Again




   




  Robin Turner
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  It is bitingly cold and black as Hell out there on the road to nowhere and the driver is rapidly losing his patience. We’re trying to find the 54th pub on the list

  we’ve drawn up and it’s very clear that we’re lost. From the back seat of a well-worn Saab – air toxic and sliceable with Marlboro (Red) smoke – I am trying to guide

  us to a tiny hamlet in the West Midlands. Although I’m certain it exists, the scribbled-down directions I’m trying to read by the dim light of a mobile phone aren’t filling anyone

  with any confidence. From the front, regular strangled screams emanate. ‘I can’t do this any more!’ There is a very real chance that someone will actually, physically explode

  before too long if we don’t find our destination, like an outtake from Scanners. We are in search of The Yew Tree – a Victorian theme pub that doesn’t seem to have made

  it onto any 21st-century map. We have absolutely no fucking idea where we are.




  With hindsight, maybe our initial plan was too ambitious. Sat in a central London boozer in December 2007, we decided to search the country for the perfect pub. Armed with some

  crumpled printouts from Google Maps and a seemingly never-ending flow of vandal-strength lager, we drew up a list that zigzagged from coast to coast and back again. Four pints in and the idea of

  covering Middle England in two days made total sense.




  We set out from London early having blagged a lift northwards. Styrofoam cups of instant coffee that had seemingly been heated by nuclear fission were clasped in frostbitten hands, unread copies

  of the Guardian lodged frozen under armpits. It was the kind of January midweek morning where the air seemed to hang opaquely just around eye level – not quite clear, not quite fog.

  Without much of a plan other than to see what the lay of the land was, we hit the A1 north.




  Speeding through county after county, we stop for a pint or two at various key points on the way. The soundtrack is an ear-splitting mix of shit-kicker country, doomy crunking hip hop and the

  kind of heavy metal that leaves the speakers like a thinly veiled threat – pretty much the usual nerve-rattling Friday night blokes-only/ after-the-pub selection.




  There are ludicrously high expectations for the first stop-off point. Ye Olde Trip To Jerusalem in Nottingham claims to be the oldest pub in the country. Signage inside dates it back to 1189

  although the bit you drink in is only a few hundred years old. As with those establishments purporting to be the smallest pub in Britain, there are many claimants to the title of oldest pub. And,

  as with the smallest pubs, more often than not the title just acts as a way of ensnaring tourists and disguising what would otherwise be a pretty boring old boozer. Ye Olde Trip is... okay. Average

  really. Their own beer is drinkable but nothing I’d cross town for, let alone county boundaries. Maybe the excitement of a road trip – a stags-only working alco-holiday away from London

  – meant that Ye Olde Trip was only ever going to be a disappointment. Glasses emptied, we are back heading north.




  The early warning signs that something is wrong probably come somewhere around Derby. While Paul and I can imbibe lunchtime pints, our designated driver has to survive on nothing more

  stimulating that energy drinks, soup-like coffee and high tar cigarettes. While we feel the glorious rosy afterburn of alcohol, he simply starts to twitch.




  Hindsight is a fantastic thing, but looking back, SatNav would have really helped. It is dark outside and foggy inside, the air less a soup and more a lumpy stew. None of us

  have any idea where Cauldon Waterhouses – the hamlet The Yew Tree sits in – is. From our pub perch back in London, it looked so simple. Now we might as well have been trying to navigate

  our way to Mars. The driving seat is screaming, Paul and I are screaming back. It feels like we’ve come a long, long way from the relative sanity of that central London bar. It feels like

  we’ll be found by farmers in a ditch a week or so later, frozen and asphyxiated, the sounds of Slayer and the RZA weakly parping out of busted speakers. Just as things reach insanity pitch,

  the point where everyone is screaming, angry, confused and scared – just that tipping point at which hindsight tells you must be the very peak of madness – something looms out of the

  pitch-black freezing fog. A pub. An old pub. A pub called The Yew Tree.




  The welcome inside isn’t exactly what you’d call warm, but to us it feels like the enveloping embrace of a long-lost relative. The pub is magical – Santa’s grotto, if

  Santa was dead set on making sure that all kids, naughty or nice, were going to receive Victorian ephemera for Christmas whether they liked it or not, for the rest of eternity. The bar is adorned

  with the classic Carling ice-cube tap covers, dismissed to landfill by pubs the country over in the mid-eighties. By that point the nation’s favourite noxious tipple might as well have been

  Brewer’s Gold served in a gold tankard topped with flecks of gold leaf. We’d made it – literally tap water would have blown our minds wide apart at that point.




  Behind the bar, there are loose packets of cigarettes on sale. A player piano in the corner has everything from Coronation anthems to ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ (who knew that Queen were

  big in the world of Victoriana?). Food is strictly of the Smith’s crisps variety. One of Queen Victoria’s stockings takes pride of place in a glass cabinet. The Yew Tree is a memorial

  to a time gone by – that time being BBC1 in the seventies, with The Good Old Days being broadcast on an unbreakable loop. All that is missing is Leonard Sachs and a thigh-slapping

  version of ‘Down at the Old Bull and Bush’. It is bloody brilliant.




  Landlord – and curator – Alan pours us pints of foaming nut-brown Bass from perfectly preserved antique fonts with a bemused look on his face. He’s seen it all before, the

  press cuttings in his scrapbooks showed us that. After decompressing, Paul and I mingle with a group of bemused locals – each disappointingly displaying the trappings of the 21st century.

  Dave, the group’s designated driver from nearby Winkhill, tells us of how local resident Roy Wood once played the hits of Wizzard on the in-house serpent (The Yew Tree doesn’t double as

  the local reptile house – it was a bass wind instrument). ‘I’m more of a Verdi man myself, but hearing “I Wish It Could Be Christmas Everyday” played on that thing

  after six pints of bitter really takes some beating!’




  Back at the bar, when asked to pose for photos, Alan promptly leaves his place behind the taps and dons a dicky bow for the pictures. It is symbolic of his brilliant eccentricity – the

  whole place is built around his unique vision, his unwaning enthusiasm in the face of the kind of market forces that exist to put people like him out of business. He has stood behind that same bar

  for 46 years, adding to his permanent collection piece by piece. Anywhere else, this may well have felt forced. Here in Cauldon Waterhouses – roughly two miles past the turn-off for the back

  of beyond – it somehow makes a kind of berserk sense. Alan’s obsession has morphed a backwater pub into a museum display you could get pissed in. I am sure that somewhere out of view

  are the pewter tankards and liver-sausage sandwiches. Orwell’s words echo from the bricks and mortar. The pub is ‘uncompromisingly Victorian... everything has the solid, comfortable

  ugliness of the nineteenth century’ and it certainly provides ‘what people call its “atmosphere” ’ in spades.




  In fact, there is just one problem. Emptying pint pots and asking for the next set of directions, we are told we are 20 or so miles away from our B&B in Newcastle-under-Lyme. The only way

  out is the way we came in.




  Enter the Saab. Cue Reign In Blood.










   




   




   




   




  THE GOLDEN COUNTRY




   




  Paul Moody
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  Every morning at precisely 7 a.m. Stan Pownall wakes to a sharp, scratching sound. This slowly builds into a steady, percussive

  rhythm accompanied by low moans rising to a cacophony of ear-piercing shrieks. It’s been going on for 40 years and he knows who’s responsible: ‘the black-eyed bugger’. Or as

  he’s more commonly known, Snowy, The Montague Arms’ pet cockatoo.




  Snowy’s mood swings are legendary. Once, his incessant squawking continued for two days solid, and to this day anyone foolish enough to ruffle his feathers risks losing a digit.




  Not that there’s usually anyone to disturb in the mornings, unless you count the strange house guests who live downstairs: the (real) skeleton perched on the bar, procured from a man

  called Dr Death who slept in a coffin; the mounted stags heads (one with chewing gum glass eye), and a zebra in a crimson stage coach dating to 1780.




  Sitting at a table in the pub’s kitchen, Stan laughs at this strange daily ritual. He’s 85, and along with wife Betty and brother-in-law Peter Hoyle, he’s been running The

  Montague since 1967. ‘We haven’t changed things much over the years,’ he says, blue eyes still as bright as Hockney swimming pools. ‘It’s nothing fancy, but the

  welcome’s always warm. And you always know you’ll see a familiar face behind the bar.’




  Located next to a traffic island close to London’s New Cross Gyratory, The Montague isn’t the sort of pub you’ll find splashed across the pages of the Sunday supplements.

  Outside, broken-down wire-mesh fencing and peeling black paint give it a castaway feel, while the interior is filled with clutter seemingly washed up from a Victorian shipwreck. Pressure gauges,

  diving helmets and boots, lifebelts and a ship’s wheel fill every available inch of space, a hint of Twin Peaks provided by blankets of electric blue fairy lights.




  When Stan took the pub over it was, as he puts it, full of ‘South London gangsters’ rolling in the aisles to local comedians including Mike Reid. One time, two rival crime families

  met in the bar for clear-the-air talks. One pulled out a hand grenade and lobbed it over the bar, with only Stan’s quick wits preventing a volatile situation turning explosive.




  These days the sheepskin coats, flat caps and gold jewellery are strictly ironic, worn by students at nearby Goldsmiths College of Art, lured in by quirky events such as the Unwrong Quiz (where

  contestants have to supply incorrect answers to win) and live music ranging from ethereal freak-folk to ear-bleed death metal. Some things remain unchanged, however.
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