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I’d like to thank my lovely
wife and brilliant son for
not only accepting the bloke
I am but making me want
to become a better one.





AUTHOR’S NOTE


In this book, you’ll encounter language which, in certain circles, might be deemed a bit old-fashioned. For example, I sometimes refer to my wife as ‘the Mrs’. She’s fine with that, as are most women I know, but some might consider those words a relic from the seventies – possibly like the average bloke himself. In a way, that’s the point of this book. I want to examine aspects of the British Bloke which have evolved dramatically in recent years, while also acknowledging that, in other senses, we might not have changed so much at all.


In thinking about ‘the bloke’, I’ve often found myself pulling apart the dynamic between straight men and straight women, which I know could be seen by modern standards as not especially inclusive. However, in a time when writers are encouraged to ‘stay in their lane’, the ‘heteronormative’ lane is the only lane I’ve ever known. I’m not trying to exclude any tribe, just trying to make sense of my own.


So, whoever you are, I hope this book resonates with you as we find out more about that singular enigma – the British Bloke.




‘You tried your best and you failed miserably. The lesson is never try.’


Homer J Simpson






PROLOGUE


Last autumn, I was picking up my six-year-old son from one of his many after-school clubs. We were talking about a playground incident which had happened earlier in the day. He’d been playing a tag-based pursuit game with his mates, but a couple of the lads had such physical pace it was virtually impossible for the other boys to win. So my son, with his top-notch brain, had cleverly rejigged the rules in order to make it a bit fairer.


The act of play colliding with cold, hard bureaucracy isn’t unusual for boys of this age. For a six-year-old lad, one of the great joys of playtime isn’t just the game itself but a level of needless officialdom which would make local government blush.


The faster boys eventually worked out my son’s game and started to tease a little, which had him rattled.


I smiled, confident my paternal wisdom could reassure him about what had occurred. ‘Son, it’s fine,’ I reassured him, ‘All that’s happened is you’ve had your first bit of banter.’


Before I even checked his reaction in the rear-view mirror, I could hear the finely tuned cogs of his mind whirring.


‘What’s banter?’ he asked, his brow furrowing in a way I hadn’t seen before.


I warmed to my explanation, happy to help him take his first steps into a bigger world.


‘Son, banter is when your mates take the mickey out of you, it’s part of friendship.’


More silence. His cogs whirred louder still and I began to flounder.


‘Erm, in a group of mates, one way the other lads will assess your worth as a male is by how much banter you can take. If you can take a bit of stick they’ll . . . sort of . . . know you’re a good guy, because they can depend on you to stand up . . . under pressure.’


He started glancing out of the window, his subtle way of letting me know I was losing him. I started to reach further.


‘I think banter evolved from when men would go out hunting. They’d be a long way from the camp and would need to know the other fellas were strong, so would test them out. Maybe in the past we’d do it physically but now we do it with words . . . it’s all about not showing weakness to the tribe, you see.’


There was a long pause as he digested everything I’d said and came to a conclusion.


‘I don’t like banter,’ he said, ‘it’s not fun.’


He promptly returned to looking out of the window at the dark sky and amber lights whizzing by.


Presented with the first challenge of communicating one of the central pillars of blokeyness to my son, I’d fumbled it. I’d taken what should have been a simple idea and introduced needless levels of complexity and concern. Instead of allowing his playtime event to simply be an awkward moment at school, I’d used so many hunting metaphors he must’ve been wondering if I’d decided it was time for his first kill.


I take being a father to a son seriously, particularly at such a confusing time for boys. Being male is one of my few areas of genuine expertise. As a bloke, I’ve now clocked up forty-six years of unbroken service. I dress very blokily, typically in jeans and a polo shirt. My image is so middle-of-the-road that when I do my stand-up comedy shows, I look like a ticket tout for my own gig, the kind of guy who might not know much about jokes but would definitely know where to order a skip.


Furthermore, I recently discovered I literally am the average bloke, certainly on a statistical basis.


I’m five foot nine (OK, five foot eight and a half) (OK, a quarter). My feet are a decidedly average size nine. I weigh thirteen and a quarter stone – and yes, my other proportions are decidedly average too. In recent elections, I’ve voted pretty much in line with the majority of the country. My favourite food is curry. My favourite sport is football. My favourite sitcom is – you’ve guessed it – Only Fools and Horses. My favourite documentary? The Story of Only Fools and Horses.


I am a route-one bloke who finds comfort and distraction in simple things.


Tesco released the most popular combination of their meal deal. Guess who’d bought a ham and cheese sandwich, cheese and onion crisps, and a Diet Coke for the last fifteen years? (And, incidentally, never got bored, though I sometimes swap out the crisps for Mini Cheddars if I’m feeling reckless.)


Even on a class basis, I’m one of swathes of people who was brought up in a working-class environment but now enjoys the trappings of a more middle-class existence. In another time, I’d have been called ‘Mondeo Man’ (if he didn’t sound like the world’s shittest superhero).


All my life I’ve been dimly aware that I’ve been cursed – or blessed – with a radical form of mediocrity, so if there’s one thing I know a lot about it’s being a standard bloke, and a British one in particular.


It’s been a testing time for the male brand of late. In the last few years, the term ‘Men’ (as opposed to ‘blokes’) has become something of a pejorative one implying privilege and power. There was a long overdue reckoning for certain kinds of toxic men who needed taking down a peg or two: men who leched, men who waged wars . . . men who were Matt Hancock. However, as I started to think about this book, I realised there was a world of difference between those guys – who never spoke for the vast majority – and the standard British Bloke. But, as feminism found renewed energy in the second half of the 2010s, all the valid discourse also created a slipstream which other things fell into.


It’s true that the list of people who’ve crashed economies and started wars mostly contains people who could pee standing up. But meanwhile, the other 99.9 per cent of their sex were, at worst, crashing Ford Fiestas or starting DIY projects they never finished.


So forgive me if I exclude blokes from some of the wider excesses of the male species. The vast majority of us have never harboured any desire to hold political power and the nuclear codes – and if we were given them we’d probably palm them straight off to our wives. It’s safer that way. She’s always done a pretty good job with the passports.


I can’t speak for a whole sex, but when it comes to the sub-genre of ‘blokes’ I’ve given it a lot of thought and the good news is we might not be so bad after all. I’m beginning to think that, beneath the farting, grunting and general inattentiveness, there’s a lot more to us than meets the eye. The underlying complexities of explaining banter to my son illustrate that point. Once I’d realised that something as seemingly simple as ribbing your mates was underpinned by such complicated motives, I went down a rabbit hole thinking about other blokeish things which also have hidden depths (just like, I strongly believe, blokes themselves).


So the plan with The British Bloke Decoded is to investigate all those unexpectedly complex intricacies of the male experience and get to the bottom of them. To unpack and decode British blokes, looking at those apparently still waters and wondering what manner of mad shit is scuttling around beneath.


Over fifty or so chapters, I’ve taken on subjects from man flu and lager to crying and losing friends in an effort to understand what really makes the British bloke tick. There are important questions here that need answering. What is the enduring appeal of football? Is being a good bloke about mediocrity and averageness? If so, how can someone with the exceptional talents of Freddie Flintoff be seen to epitomise the idea?


And why won’t we ever go to the bloody doctors?





WHAT IS A BLOKE?
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I’ve already had a couple of tentative stabs, but let’s try to properly define what a bloke is.


No one can agree where the word even came from. It was first recorded in 1851 by Henry Mayhew, the journalist who revealed the plight of London’s poor to an indifferent Victorian nation. He said ‘bloke’ was replacing ‘chap’ as the preferred slang for any male, but the origin of that word is obscure. It could come from an Irish dialect word meaning ‘likeable man’; it could also come from the Dutch word ‘blok’ which means ‘fool’, as in ‘blockhead’. I think the modern meaning might fall somewhere between the two.


What a bloke definitely isn’t is a ‘geezer’ or a ‘lad’. To the untrained eye, they may appear the same but absolutely aren’t. The word bloke is usually accompanied by an adjective prefix, which is often positive: ‘decent’ bloke, ‘good’ bloke, ‘nice’ bloke (although there is an unwritten law that if you want to tell the world a man makes you laugh then he is deemed to be a ‘funny fella’).


Geezers and lads don’t get adjectives because their species is generally less complicated. Geezers and lads are the aardvarks and zebras of the male world: there are quite a lot of them, but they’re easy to spot and narrow in range. Blokes are otters and apes, in that they’re numerous, come in many different types and have a generally good temperament (so long as you don’t steal their fish or bananas).


The bloke is also quintessentially British. Not as in wearing a top hat to work like Jacob Rees-Mogg or a kilt to weddings, like that half-Scottish bloke at work, but as in they don’t really exist anywhere else in the world.


Germany may have der Kerl, Italy may be full of ragazzi and France can claim le type, but ‘bloke’ and all that implies belongs fully to these islands. I am willing to accept that Australia has a whiff of blokeyness about the place, but they’re twenty years behind us so haven’t fully developed yet (and that sort of comment, cheeky but basically affectionate, is classically blokey).


The bloke is also more emotionally complex than the alpha, geezer or lad. He is the dependable rank and file of the male species, the standard husband, father, uncle and brother who tries his best but doesn’t have much agency in his own life (certainly when it comes to deciding how the house is decorated or what events will occupy the family calendar). It’s a state of mind which usually occurs at a more senior stage of life, once you’ve had some of the headier dreams either kicked out of you or have willingly relinquished them for a quiet life. It’s a mindset which descends once you’ve realised your main role isn’t to thrust and conquer but to be a steady and dependable presence for those you love. And to carry heavy things. Blokes are inoffensive, pliable, dependable and calm, but also a bit shit at retaining any information about the people they’re closest to.


A bloke knows the value of a pub quiz and the exact combination of alcohol and roast dinner which will result in a forty-minute nap. Though blokery is usually an older man’s game, it’s a mindset which could evolve at any age. I’ve had plenty of mates who were already wearing metaphorical cardigans and slippers during their GCSEs. I had a pal in Year 11 who brought a pack of biscuits to school with him every day and used to have a nap at breaktime. We didn’t know whether to call him ‘Hob Nob’ or ‘the cat’, because he could sleep anywhere (on reflection, we should probably have advised him to get checked for diabetes).


Blokes are simple and yet some of our behaviour is so utterly daft and paradoxical you have to wonder if everything is as straightforward as it seems. It’s tricky, though, because societally we’re encouraged to think of blokes as basic creatures. For a long time, adverts have portrayed the woman as thrifty and resourceful, while the man was either confused, lazy or falling over in the background. In any sitcom you’ve ever seen, the dad is the comical figure. Why? Because he’s a bloke and becoming a father in itself involves a fairly cataclysmic status drop.


We may be hard to define but there are certain things which characterise the British bloke.


One is that they’re generally fairly content. Happy with just being. Give a bloke a dressing gown, some Twiglets and an obscure Bundesliga football match and he can sit happily for hours. He’s genetically designed to find salvation in menial tasks. As children, boys will happily go to a beach only to ignore the majesty of the ocean or the beauty of the sunset and simply dig a hole. Even at that tender young age, he’s just looking for a bit of peace and quiet.


If you see a man drinking a pint in an airport pub alone, that’s a bloke. If you see a man driving to the tip on a Saturday morning with a smile on his face, that’s a bloke. And if you see a man heading back from the tip and on the way to the pub, that’s a very happy bloke.


The bloke doesn’t like a fuss. The bloke is curious about the world and occasionally baﬄed by it. The bloke remains in touch with his inner child and retains a certain boyishness, which can be wrongly interpreted as immaturity.


Blokes will often suppress emotions, only for them to show up in the oddest of places. For example, it’s OK to get a bit mistyeyed when watching The Repair Shop. The average bloke will be a tear-soaked mess as he watches a ninety-five-year-old woman collect the newly fixed clogs that her dead husband walked across Belgium in during the war. We tend to let our emotions out in massive bursts. We keep it all in, then binge on a big boxset of feelings. Whether that’s when someone scores at the football, someone undertakes you on the motorway or when Blackadder asks his fellow soldiers to go over the top.


Blokes also have a tendency to be nostalgic – or rather, they don’t so much yearn for the past as they want the future to slow down a bit and stop hurtling at them like a flying brick. Similarly, every bloke thinks that the younger generation has ‘gone soft’. We’ll forever lament the fact that young lads today can’t even bleed a radiator or navigate without GPS. But my dad would despair that I couldn’t change the oil on my own car and his great-grandad would despair that my dad bought meat in a butcher’s rather than killed the animal with his bare hands.


The real bloke is always on the verge of giving up on modern football as each week brings further proof that the ‘game is gone’. Luckily, he will never actually give up on modern football because, you know, his dad took him to his first game and he cherishes those smoky memories of angry beered-up men shouting sexual obscenities at the referee before leaving him outside a pub with a packet of crisps for three hours.


Despite how it sounds, these are happy memories. Like I keep saying about this whole bloke thing, it’s a lot more complicated than it seems.





DO YOU WANT A MEDAL?
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British men do approximately half the amount of housework of their female counterparts.





It’s fair to say that in modern heterosexual relationships, even when the man and woman work the same number of hours, women still do more of the housework. Many men have been very happy for women to smash the glass ceiling, so long as they didn’t have to help clear up the mess.


How the hell have blokes blagged this continuing imbalance? In a time when old boardroom dinosaurs are quaking and the likes of Beyoncé have delivered finger-wagging rebukes to men on all manner of behaviours, how have women increased their workload outside the home but not experienced an equivalent reduction within it?


There is one very simple reason, and it’s possibly the hardest to get past: most blokes are happier with lower levels of general cleanliness.


I once lived in a lads’ pad and it makes me shudder to think about the state we’d let that flat fall into. One day, we decided to have a party and it seemed, against all the odds, that there would be actual girls present. We knew it was very unlikely they would be getting off with any of us anyway, but especially not if the place looked like a smackhead’s bedroom.


I took the initiative and borrowed my mum’s Dyson. Dysons were new at the time and expensive, so my mum made me promise on pain of death to return it in the state it was lent.


We started vacuuming. The vacuum cleaner had completely filled up before we’d even done one quarter of the lounge (I won’t burden you with what I saw in that despicable chamber, but the debris still pops up in anxiety dreams). It took another seven full loads before the Dyson, this shining evolution in cleaning, said ‘fuck it’ and conked out. The mess we had lived in for so many months had driven the high point of nineties British engineering to a spluttering death within half an hour.


I’d like to think I’ve evolved since then, that I’d avoid living in a public health hazard even if there weren’t girls around – but the disparity between the mess me and my wife will put up with remains.


This lack of equality in housework isn’t just confined to blokey blokes. Some of the most progressive men I know talk a good game on equality but deliver very little in domestic help. Sure, when they’re on a company diversity retreat it’s all ‘this is what a feminist looks like’ and echoing the idea that ‘time’s up’ for out-of-touch men (in the hope that time won’t be up for them), but ask them what a floor wipe looks like and they’ll fumble around and mumble something positive about Caitlin Moran. On social media, they’re the first to share memes saying men need to ‘do better’. However, their feminism comes to a grinding halt when it comes to them ‘doing better’ in their own house and, in particular, cleaning the bathroom. I know a lot of blokes who do some household chores but it’s very rare that any go near the bathroom. Or, indeed, are allowed near the bathroom. I guess women can live with half-hearted vacuuming, but a bad job in the bathroom could result in an outbreak of Legionnaire’s disease. Weirdly, of the few blokes I know who do regularly clean the bathroom, most of them used to be in the army. That tells its own tale: all it took to instil this basic obligation was the possibility of a court martial.


I do some housework but, if I’m honest, I’m way too pleased with myself on the odd occasion that I do. This is going to piss some women off; however, I believe there can be no personal growth without full disclosure, so here comes a dangerous level of candour.


Whenever I do housework, in my mind, it counts as some sort of favour. [Winces in anticipation of blowback.] Rather than considering it a shared responsibility in the house we both live in, I see myself as a centre-forward tracking back to defend a corner and expect to be lauded to the rafters for entry-level teamwork.


I know it’s not OK to think this way, but I also wonder if it might feel less like gaslighting to hear a bloke finally admit that this is how his mind works, when it’s something many women will have suspected all along.


On the occasions I do housework, it will unfold in a similar way. It’ll be on a day when I’m at home with less work to do than usual. In my sixth hour of watching something frivolous, like The Mandalorian, a thought will crop up in my head, seemingly out of nowhere: ‘Geoff, you could vacuum the lounge.’


I’m initially taken with what a great guy I am for even thinking this. What a top bloke! So taken, in fact, that I almost forget to actually vacuum the lounge.


It’s debatable as to whether I even do a good job of it because, for the duration of the work, I’m already anticipating my wife’s return when I can share the good news.


The moment she puts her key in the door, I’m on her like a flash, barely allowing her time to put her coat on the hook before I relay my heroics.


‘Babe, I vacuumed the lounge!’ I proudly announce.


The look on my face must be like that of a three-year-old boy who finally did his first poo in the big toilet.


The reaction she gives is, I’d imagine, common to many women. ‘What, Geoff? Do you want a medal?’


I laugh grandly, ‘No, of course not – I just wanted you to know that I see this house as a shared enterprise and I’m just doing my bit and I shouldn’t presume, and . . .’. I keep speaking but I’m guarding the pathetic truth that I do want a medal. I always want medals.


Men want medals. Is that so bad? This is mummy’s little soldier you’re talking to – as a boy, I was feted for the most limited acts of helpfulness by my indulgent mother so, yes, maybe the occasional medal wouldn’t go amiss.


This is my advice to women whose blokes don’t do enough housework, though I appreciate that they might not like it: purchase some medals. Go on eBay and get a job lot of cheap plastic ones, maybe a modest number to begin with, like a thousand.


Women might think, ‘But why should I have to pander to his pathetic ego? He should want to empty the dishwasher.’


If he’s young, there’s a chance you could still train him, but be honest with yourself. Look into his eyes. Does he seem capable of change? Does he look like the kind of bloke who’s ever going to ‘want’ to do a domestic chore when he could be watching golf? If the answer is no then follow my advice and your life will be better, albeit grudgingly.


Whenever he does a small task reward him, sometimes with more than one medal if he’s done a particularly good job. Put a wash on? One medal. Took out bins without being reminded? Three medals. And if he notices that you’ve left that bottle of shampoo on the bottom step of the stairs in the hope he might take it up with him, give him the whole box.





FANCY A PINT?


[image: image]


Fancy. A. Pint.


For British blokes, this constitutes one of the greatest sentences in the English language. The ‘To be or not to be’ of blokery. And just like Hamlet’s famous speech, the decision to have a pint can involve an aspect of moral quandary – not least ‘Is 11am too early?’


But what is at the heart of this love affair with beer? Why is it so intrinsic to the blokey identity? Is it the drink itself or everything that goes with it?


Something I’ve always appreciated about beer is its longevity as a popular drink. In a world where every few months a new marketing campaign informs us we should be drinking espresso martinis, or something called a ‘hard seltzer’ (which sounds, to me, like over-the-counter medication for loose stools), the appeal of beer has endured. As far back as the Anglo-Saxon period, this country has been bang on the ale. In general, if something’s been popular for that long it can’t be all bad (though I say that conscious of the fact that bread had a fairly good run until the gluten-free evangelists mobilised).


Beer is a very simple drink, comprised of just four ingredients. Grain, hops, yeast and water. You can almost imagine a standard bloke at a bar crossing himself as he reverentially intones those four holy pillars: ‘The grain, the hop, the barley . . . and a packet of pork scratchings please, love.’


Unlike many sugary or fizzy alcoholic drinks, a pint of beer – unless you’re trying to win a bet or lose your dignity – is usually drunk at a slow, steady pace. The drink has various gravitating factors which hold you back. If you consume those gassy bubbles too quickly, you might get the hiccups or, worse still, find yourself staring into a toilet bowl. Given these restraints, the pint stands almost as a unit of time. An alcoholic hourglass. Or half-hour glass. Or fifteen-minute glass, if you’ve got a train to catch.


Speaking of trains, a pint can also act as a consolation. I believe it to be a fundamental British human right that when your train is cancelled or seriously delayed, you’re entitled to get a bit drunk. It harnesses one of the standard functions of alcohol: drinking to forget (though admittedly I’ve sometimes also forgotten when the next train departs).


One key difference with other alcoholic drinks is the degree and speed at which beer dehydrates you. It depends on the ABV but the more sensible strength offerings won’t dry you out as quickly as the likes of white wine and champagne. This allows longer periods of sustained drinking, hence why we have phrases like ‘it’s a good session lager’. No one in their right mind would think white wine is a shrewd ‘session’ anything. If you hunker down for a night on the Pinot Grigio you’ll be crying or fighting much quicker. There’s no beer equivalent to the phrase ‘white wine werewolf’. Any of the changes in character which do occur from drinking beer tend to happen more gradually.


This is a selling point, especially for something like an all-dayer, which is like batting in a Test match. You have to think about tempo, intent and the crucial decision of when you first go for a piss. Even those toilet trips can be part of the ritual. The way women go for a pee means they’re not familiar with standing next to someone else having their third leak in an hour and exchanging a good-humoured lamentation that they’ve prematurely ‘broken the seal’ (on the other hand, I’ve never known the bonding that goes with someone I’ve never met before giving me a tampon).


There’s a nobility in being beer drunk. Any reckless muppet can sling eight shots of sambuca down their neck, but getting to the point where you’re drunk on beer means you’ve managed your drinking time successfully. Breaks for spirits and mixers is cheating, though an old fashioned ‘chaser’ at the end of the night may be allowable (only if the urgency of ‘last orders’ has come into play). In that context, a chaser represents good time management, and you need to be suitably drunk to commence the tedium of getting home.


I realise I’m being very light-hearted about what is, after all, still an alcoholic drink. It can be tempting to paint beer as almost innocuous. There are plenty of blokes who don’t even think having a beer is proper drinking. They may respond to the question of whether they’re drunk by replying ‘I’ve only had a few beers!’, as though the nobility and longevity of beer somehow excuses them from the fact that they reek of ale and are stood in the garden eating yesterday’s pizza straight from a bin.


The marketing lends itself to the idea of beer drinking as just a bit of fun and I’ve been deeply susceptible to all the big campaigns over the years. In my time, I’ve been Fosters guy and a Corona guy; I’ve drunk German beers, Czech beers and am currently dutifully consuming the widely marketed Italian brands a guy like me is supposed to enjoy.


But I’ve always been fascinated by the disparity between who actually drinks these lagers and the trendy types you see in their adverts – there’s usually a big gulf between the two. Stella’s marketing during the nineties was a prime example. The brand had a reputation as a very strong lager (with an even worse nickname) but their most memorable ad campaign depicted a struggling bohemian on his bike in rural France, stopping at a country pub and working in return for a pint of Stella and some artisan bread.


I’ve drunk Stella and eaten a French stick before, but it was standing alone in front of an open fridge at around 3am because I was spectacularly drunk.


The current trend is towards Italian lagers like Peroni and Moretti. The Moretti advert in particular is hilariously out of step with its core British market. We see young, sexy Italians, both male and female, enjoying a sensible Moretti or two. I’d say, at a push, most British blokes ‘sensibly’ enjoy the first two, after that it’s anyone’s guess. In fairness, advertising has to be aspirational; you can’t have a commercial depicting a bloke my age sitting on a bar stool with a hand over one eye in a desperate bid to read the fifteen text messages from his wife. Nor could you show one of my mates outside a kebab shop pushing chips into his newly vacant head.


My reverence for beer hasn’t always operated at its current level, but during the lockdowns being able to get a pint on draft was one of the few things I truly missed. Unlike drinks such as wine or spirits with mixers (where what you consume at home is identical to what you’d have in a pub), a draft lager is literally a different drink. And there’s something about the artistry of pouring a pint which appeals to the blokey psyche. It’s like a perfect golf swing or a flawless right hook. And, just like all fine art, it comes with jeopardy – mainly the mockery which can ensue when someone comes back with too much head on their pint and has to field hilarious queries as to whether he wants a ‘flake in it’.


I’m not a Guinness drinker but I can understand how that drink runs even further with the artistry principle of pint pouring. There’s something inexplicably beguiling about a smiling barmaid not only pulling a perfect pint but also including the pattern of a shamrock. Though some lads take the Irish connection too far, especially if they’ve decided you can only take your first sip facing in the general direction of Dublin.


During lockdown one, I heard a cruel rumour that some pubs were doing draft beer as carry-outs. I drove all around my area, only to find that this was either bollocks or not happening anywhere near me. It’s the kind of disappointment I should keep to myself in later years when my son, whose formative childhood and schooling were fundamentally disrupted, asks me, ‘Dad, what was your lowest moment during Covid?’


I’ll solemnly claim it was the Delta variant but deep down the scars of several months drinking Stella exclusively from cans will still burn.


The beer you pour at home is never as good. For a start, you don’t have the fancy pumps, some of which have gone from simple functionality to – in the case of Peroni – looking like an art installation by a steam-punk fanatic. Then there are the glasses. It’s hard to get excited by a pint glass when it’s marked by the familiar tideline of your dishwasher. The pub pint glass, however, is often branded and clean enough that it enhances that unique amber glow. A heavenly scene.


It wasn’t the pouring alone which made me yearn for draft beer during those lockdowns, it was what the pouring suggested: that I was having a pint happily ensconced in a pub.


Pubs have, happily, become more accessible to women during my lifetime, but the standard features of what would still be seen as a traditional pub (beer on tap, dartboard, pool table, jukebox) suggest the grown-up version of a playground for men. And there’s nothing blokes like more than growing up but staying the same.


There’s also something character-building about simply walking into a pub. If you’ve got any sense, you’ll fall into line with the general tone of the establishment. The ambience of each and every pub is its own ‘house style’, which if you enter disruptively you will unsettle. Going into a pub is a good exercise in adapting yourself to the needs of those around you. If you barge into a quiet pub noisily, you’ll hear the unmistakeable chunter of a group of men who’ve all concluded you’re a dickhead.


The appeal of having a pint endures. It’s still the drink of choice for men in pretty much every region of Britain. This isn’t just to do with those hoppy flavours.


As blokes, a lot of the social time we spend together is characterised by the incorporation of deliberate distractions. Whether we’re watching sport on telly, sport in person or playing some kind of games console, the bloke often looks to factor in elements that mean we won’t have to physically face each other for too long. Women don’t seem to struggle as much with physical proximity. Have a look at two ladies meeting for coffee: they’re often facing each other directly, shoulders almost mirror images of one another, their bodies inclined to denote full attention. For blokes, that kind of connectivity doesn’t come so easy. Maybe my son’s generation will arrive at a point where they can arrange themselves in front of their best mate and, from a distance of less than two yards, make full eye contact and ask, ‘So, what’s going on with you?’ That kind of intimacy is some way off for blokes like me, but throw in the culturally understood disclaimer of a pint and we’ve got half a chance of sitting opposite one another for a time, a rare moment facing each other with our guards down.


And maybe there’s something in those simple ingredients of beer, those four pillars. Something so simple and stable has obvious appeal for the average bloke. Maybe that’s how he sees himself. Straightforward, uncomplicated and outside the fluctuating realms of faddy trends.





SOMETIMES YOU REALLY DO NEED TO ‘MAN UP’


[image: image]


A few years ago, I saw an advert by Lloyds Bank which bugged me. It was a bunch of ‘slebs’ – no doubt being paid obscene amounts of money – who were queuing up to tell us why they hated the phrase ‘man up’. It wasn’t long after #MeToo and society had moved on to conducting a more general audit of the male psyche.


Watching the advert, I bristled. For one, I suspected a couple of the celebrities didn’t fully believe what they were saying but had seen which way the cultural headwinds were blowing and elected to make a few quid off it. I was also suspicious of yet another big multinational riding the wave of whatever virtuous sentiment was doing the rounds that week. I have no idea whether the people who wrote, conceived of or indeed approved the ad believed ‘man up’ to be a genuinely harmful phrase. For all I know they could’ve signed off on the copy then gone on a debauched weekend in Prague firing rockets at cows. However, as we’ve all come to realise, corporations fear social media backlash above all else, so now we get lots of touchy-feely adverts which are the equivalent of that guy at college pretending to be a feminist so he could snog some girls.


For blokes, on a basic level, ‘man up’ is a useful shorthand for when you want another male to stop being fussy or simply take one for the team.


Picture a scenario: you’re away on a stag-do; there’s four of you in a budget hotel room. Three of the lads wish to sleep with a window open (for we are men, we cannot be too hot). However, your mate with the poor circulation doesn’t stop wanging on about how cold it is. He’s not going to win the argument, it’s three against one, so eventually you just have to tell him to ‘man up’ and turn out the lights. There’s no way you’re all going to tolerate being hot just for him, plus the room needs a through breeze to dissipate the increasingly oppressive fog of man-musk.


Some people might take exception at the deployment of ‘man up’ in that context, but what else are we supposed to say?


‘Come on Wayne, find your non-gender-specific inner fortitude!’


In such a scenario, I’m much happier to be a bloke. Simple democracy can win the day. I’d imagine the exact same scenario on a hen-do might play out a bit differently. Women, generally being more sensitive to other people’s needs, might at the very least entertain soppy Claire who has suddenly declared she wishes to sleep with the light on. They know it’s unworkable but they might talk through the issue, wishing to give nightmare Claire a sense that she’s at least had her say. They might even explore the idea of the other three girls sleeping with blindfolds on. But I’d be hard pushed to sacrifice the simplicity of being able to tell another bloke to just belt up and crack on. It makes life easier for the tribe when you’re able to play this card. Will Wayne have grown up nursing psychological traumas from being told to suck it up in this way? Possibly, but look at the upside: we as a society will spend less time sleeping in unnecessarily hot rooms.


And yet the phrase ‘man up’ is, in some quarters, problematic – possibly because there’s an implied expectation that this characteristic is somehow exclusive to men. It’s a fair point, especially given that the phrase involves the word ‘man’. This doesn’t, however, exclude women from having their own equivalent (though ‘woman up’ doesn’t sound right . . .‘Bird up’? . . .‘Wench up’? It’s hard to get a phrase that scans properly and doesn’t sound like a sexist insult from the 1600s).


Women have plenty of words and expressions that celebrate qualities they think are unique to them. They can multitask. They can listen. They can clingfilm. They can actually find things in the house. Blokes rarely get upset when women claim all these virtues as their own.


There’s even a song ‘I’m Every Woman’ (written by Nickolas Ashford and Valerie Simpson) which posits a litany of frankly supernatural abilities all women are believed to possess. The song incudes the belief that woman are mind readers who effectively manifest in the face of danger, then concludes with ‘I ain’t bragging’. No, not bragging at all. Just a clairvoyant oracle with the ability to physically appear in the face of peril and basically do everything.


But fair enough, it’s a great song and only popular in the first place because women’s emotional power is something we all benefit from and can identify.


But could you have a blokey equivalent of ‘I’m Every Woman’? And what would it even sound like? Sadly, given the cultural tendency to think of blokes as rubbish, it would probably tend towards self-deprecation:


‘I’m every geezer, it’s all buried deep, deep within me.


I can’t read your thoughts right now, nor do I have the inclination to.’


So, ‘man up’ has become a discredited phrase, even though ‘balls’ as a metaphor for courage has somehow continued largely uncontested. It’s legitimate to query balls as a symbol of bravery because the metaphor actually correlates male biology with courage. But is it a myth?


Of the blokes I’ve known, the one with the biggest balls I’ve ever seen was a nervous wreck. Eventually he got the nickname ‘Buster’. A lot of the women in our social circle got the wrong end of the stick and ended up discovering that his ‘stick’ wasn’t the reason he was called ‘Buster’.


Big balls, however, still carry with them the idea of prestige. Maybe this comes from the hokey idea that bigger testicles produce more sperm. Except it’s not hokey at all: big bollocks really are more fertile (despite it seeming like one of those myths science would shrug off as bollocks). Some women prize large penises as a sign of virility, but the science suggests they should really be making potential suitors do a cough check rather than getting out the tape measure.
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