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‘We are not here to sell a parcel of boilers and vats, but

the potentiality of growing rich, beyond the dreams of avarice.’





Samuel Johnson,


after arranging the sale of his late friend Henry Thrale’s brewery

to Barclay Perkins for £135,000





‘If I were asked under what sky the human mind has

most fully developed some of its choicest gifts, has most

deeply pondered on the greatest problems of life, and

has found solutions, I should point to India.’





Max Müeller,


nineteenth-century orientalist





‘I cannot tell you where you should look for me

if you send out any pinnace to meete me. I live at the

devotion of the wind and the seas.’





From a letter by James Lancaster,


Commander of the Company’s first fleet, to the Directors of

the Honourable East India Company, 1601
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PROLOGUE


DOG WATCH


‘Oh, you contrary old bitch, how do you keep doing this?’


I throw my weight against the wheel, spitting obscenities 

at the sails as they flap and harrumph against the dense stars. 

The sails shouldn’t be flapping – or harrumphing, for that 

matter – and it’s my fault they are.


Neither my bulk nor my foul mouth have any effect on 

the compass – it’s still mocking me with a heading of two-oh-five 

degrees. I push harder at the wheel, turning it two spokes 

at a time. For some reason it’ll spin and rattle without effort 

to port, but insists on making a sluggish and obstinate grind 

of any correction to starboard. My wrecked arm starts to 

complain yet again, wondering why shooting pains from wrist 

to bicep are not a strong-enough hint for me to give it a rest. 

Denis, the Slovenian ‘police judge’ with whom I’m sharing 

my 2 a.m. stint at the wheel of an ancient ship, languidly 

leans over and lends a hand, easing her round.


Soon the wheel has gone through a full rotation and the 

rudder meter indicates almost ten degrees to starboard. I can 

sense Europa pretending not to notice, trying to ignore me. 

And then slowly, grudgingly, she starts to move back to her 

correct course.


Every time you move the wheel, it takes about two 

hundred feet – twice the length of the ship – for it to work 

through and affect the course. So as the compass nears two-two-five degrees, which is the course I should be steering, 

I spin the wheel back rapidly, bringing the rudder to zero. 

The ‘Grand Old Lady’, as ever, has ideas of her own. Even though I’ve now put five degrees back to port on the rudder, 

she’s gallivanting off up past two-thirty . . . two-forty . . .


The ship starts to flip-flop from side to side. Waves splat 

on planks of the main deck, and I wince as I imagine the 

clattering dishes in the galley below, the rest of the crew 

rolling in their bunks, cursing the debiel on the helm.


The ship’s big brass compass, face the size of a dinner 

plate, illuminates mine like the torches we held under our 

chins when we read ghost stories as children. It glares at me 

accusingly as, gradually, I settle Europa back on to a reasonably 

steady course, and everything falls quiet again.


‘Ten seconds,’ I say to Denis as he lies back on the bench, 

arms behind his head, ‘I take my eyes off her for ten seconds 

. . .’


He knows how it is. We all do. For fifteen minutes she’ll 

behave, meandering by no more than two degrees from two-two-five, the steady south-westerly course the captain has 

instructed us to follow on our rotating shifts for two days 

now, steering our tall ship to Brazil half an hour at a time, 

through day and night. And then you steal a look at the stars, 

thickly packed because the half-moon is only just rising with 

the night two-thirds gone. And as you try to identify the few 

constellations you learned to recognize as a kid, which was 

the last time you saw stars like this, you’ll see a shooting star. 

And this is a big one, sinking gracefully towards the dancing 

waves like a parachute flare, a thick felt-tip wake drawing 

slowly across the black velvet, chunkier and more satisfying 

than the usual (because shooting stars are routine now) blink-and-they’re-gone, fibre-point traces that leave you struggling 

dumbly to think of a wish, wondering if it still counts if you 

only articulate it five seconds later. And as the star or 

meteorite or piece of space junk or whatever it was vanishes, 

you remember what you’re supposed to be doing; you look 

back down at the compass and to your dismay the ship has 

jumped as surely as if she had lifted herself out of the waves and flopped down again, tossing like an insomniac, and she’s 

sailing twenty degrees off course.


It’s not your fault of course: it’s the wind. The weather is 

coming from your port side, fairly strong, and you’re averaging 

around seven knots. But the wind is capricious. When it 

gusts, the ship blows to starboard, and you have to balance 

this out by giving the rudder a few degrees to port. When it 

drops – and doesn’t it always decide to do that just when you 

choose to look heavenward – the rudder does what it’s been 

trying to do, and steers you into the wind. And then you’re 

off on the mad tiller waltz, taking several minutes to correct 

something that happened in seconds, all the time fearful that 

one of the permanent crew is finally going to lose their rag 

and yell and ask you just what the fuck you think you’re 

doing, but of course they’re mostly Dutch, and wouldn’t raise 

their voices even if you rammed a container ship.


We’re nearing the equator now, about three hundred 

miles out from the Cape Verde islands. Over the past few 

days it’s become too warm to wear a fleece on these night 

watches. That devious wind is still blowing from the northeast 

but it has warmth in it now, even in the dead of night. 

Soon it will be too hot down below to lie in our bunks at all, 

and the sloop deck will be crowded with people trying to 

doze under the stars, despite the noise and the stumbling feet 

in the dark, as Janet or Margriet trips over sleepers while 

trying to find and shake awake whoever is due to take over 

for day watch at 4 a.m.


When I first came aboard, I thought that being dragged 

from my bunk at a quarter to midnight would be an ordeal, 

but I’m enjoying dog watch more than any other part of the 

voyage so far. Being at the helm of a beautiful century-old 

ship, really sailing her, is one of the highlights of my half-consumed 

life. As Europa settles down, the splash and hiss of 

the waves on her hull is joined by the voice of the wind in the 

taut rigging, halfway between a ghostly moan and a Gregorian chant. Bombs of phosphorescence explode in the black water, 

transforming our wake into an under-lit seventies-style disco 

dance floor. A shoal of flying fish erupts from the portside bow. 

During the day they resemble buzzing insects. Now, the rising 

moon catches and highlights them, silver dots arcing over the 

waves, like the reflections from a glitterball on the walls of a 

wedding reception. I listen to the spooky music, soak in the 

moon and sea’s light show, and stand grinning to myself, alone 

in an ambient disco in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.


I’m drinking down this time, gorging on the space and 

peace, allowing my head to unwind. I cherish every second 

of it. In the last ten months I’ve had no time to reflect at all. 

I’ve not thought about what I’m doing, about the impact it’s 

having on my life, my sanity, my health, my marriage. There 

wasn’t time for anything apart from work and planning. Now, 

having been aboard Europa for ten days, having grown a semi-convincing 

beard and acquired a deep face-and-forearms tan, 

I’m finally starting to let myself think about what I’ve got 

myself into, what I’ve set out to do.


And the output of this thinking is that I’m worried. I’m 

scared that I’m failing, that perhaps now I can only fail in 

everything I embarked upon. By the strictest standards, I’ve 

already failed in my primary quest, my real reason for being 

here. And in terms of secondary objectives – personal goals, 

underlying motivations, sub-plots and diversions – I’m also 

moving very much in the wrong direction. I think of the upset 

I’ve caused, the sacrifices I’ve made. Why the hell am I doing 

this? Is it really worth it? Shouldn’t I just admit that I’ve 

overreached myself? I can’t just give up now. Or can I?


‘Mike says it’ll toughen you up a bit.’


My wife’s words and the amused look on her face as she 

said them – the laugh with just a tiny hint of meanness, born 

only from her frustration with me and my idiot ideas and 

cack-handed attempt to execute them – play on a loop in my 

head every five minutes.


Anyone can become tougher. Even the weediest person 

can go to the gym every day for six months and, while they 

may never make that comic-book transition from sand-covered 

victim to Charles Atlas, they’ll be stronger than they 

were before they started. Guaranteed. But there are some 

qualities that, if you don’t have them to start with, no amount 

of work is going to develop. And then there are circumstances. 

Simple bad luck. Oversights and bad planning.


I can’t do anything but stay on the ship until we reach 

Salvador, our first port in Brazil. But I could fly home from 

there – ten, maybe twelve hours back to Liz, and a couple 

of months of peace and relaxation instead of two more 

months on this fool’s errand. Christ, what was I thinking? But 

of course, I wasn’t thinking. We’ve already established that.


Failure. It would mean withdrawing in shame from the 

frustrating, joyous, agonizing, weird, addictive, unfashionable-but-you-know-what-sod-fashion-fuck-fashion world of beer 

writing.


I don’t want to think about this any more.


Whatever happens when we reach Brazil, nothing changes 

the fact that I am sailing – not flying, not powering – sailing 

across the Atlantic, on a ship that takes your breath away. 

This ship, which I’d feel privileged even to see, is my home 

for three weeks. This journey, even this moment, makes 

everything worth while. I’ve consummated my relationship 

with the sea, and I’m head over heels. I suspect there will be 

higher peaks of stress and lower troughs of despair to come 

(and I’m so right), but here and now the waxing moon has 

risen, sewing a wide silver swathe across the sea, turning it 

into the carpet of a magical playground, a fairy-tale theatre 

and oh you devious, obstreperous cow, how the fuck did you 

sneak on to one-ninety?
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CHAPTER ONE


A POISONED TANKARD?


It was the beer’s fault. It usually is.


Though when you consider that beer is the most popular 

drink in the world, consumed by billions on a daily basis, and 

not a single soul among those billions had done what I was 

about to attempt to do in the cause of beer, I have to shoulder 

at least part of the blame myself.


I don’t mean that I got drunk and did something I 

regretted. I did get very drunk. And I did something I would 

come to regret bitterly at frequent intervals. But one did not 

lead to the other: I caused most of the damage while perfectly 

sober.


What I mean is, this was one of the increasingly frequent 

occasions when I got carried away after spending too much 

time with the kind of people you meet when you let beer start 

to mean more to you than simply the best long drink in the 

world. When I simply forgot myself. Forgot reality. Not for 

the first time, the ideas and associations that surround beer, 

what beer means, intoxicated me more effectively and more 

devastatingly than mere alcohol ever could.


My voyage across the Atlantic on a century-old tall ship – 

and the larger quest of which it was merely part – began long 

before I turned up at a sun-blasted port to board Europa with 

too much luggage and a cask of beer that was both much 

more, and much less, than it seemed. You could say it began 

in the pub with Chris, ten months before I boarded the ship. 

That’s where the idea was born. I soon recognized it had 

been gestating for much longer, waiting for its moment. But it was in the Duke of Argyll in Soho, just before Christmas, 

that the idea burst forth, silently screaming.


The timing might have been important. Two days before 

Christmas, the city is still just about present, but its thoughts 

are elsewhere. This is the time when ‘Londoners’ who weren’t 

born here get ready to leave. The focus of the city is not on 

itself, where it normally rests 100 per cent of the time, but 

on the places it’s draining away to for Christmas. Half the 

population is leaving town at the same time, and that makes 

Christmas unique: London shuts down. It’s when Londoners 

briefly think across a slightly broader horizon.


Chris, Liz and I like to think of ourselves not only as 

Londoners, but also as interlopers. Chris and I are proudly 

Yorkshire, unapologetically Barnsley, and Liz is . . . Welsh. 

But among us we’d knocked up a lifespan of London life. 

We’d lived in the city longer than some people born here 

who we now worked with. We felt it was our right – if not a 

birthright, then a right purchased in beer money – to stake a 

little territory of our own. And tonight, after our annual 

Christmas ritual of Japanese food and present exchange, that 

territory was the Duke of Argyll.1


The Argyll is a Sam Smith’s pub. Chris and I love the fact 

that Sam Smith pubs are cultish in both commonly used 

senses of the word. They look like they haven’t been decorated 

since the 1970s, but not in a bad way. They only stock 

their own brands of everything. They don’t advertise. They 

don’t talk to writers or journalists, even those who love them. 

They don’t even have a website. They’re a bit funny about 

allowing brewery tours. If Willy Wonka had been into beer instead of chocolate, he would have been called Samuel 

Smith.


The Argyll cashes in some of the otherwordliness all Sam 

Smith pubs share and buys a little normality with the proceeds, 

which allows it to integrate into normal society and 

pass itself off as a normal pub to the less observant Soho 

toper, and it was busy with people who looked entirely 

normal.2


Chris and I were discussing that day’s Evening Standard, 

which had run a two-page feature proclaiming that pubs were 

cool again – on the grounds that Kate Moss said they were. 

Our grouchy conversation had sent Liz off to the toilet and 

then the bar, possibly throwing in a detour to make a phone 

call to someone who wasn’t interested in talking about beer 

and pubs.


The conversation had been fairly beery all night. Two 

weeks previously, I’d won an award for my second book 

about beer, Three Sheets to the Wind. It was the third award 

I’d won for writing, but the first one for beer writing, and 

the first one that came with a fat cheque, stashed inside 

a Budweiser Budvar tankard.3 It was a travel bursary, and 

seemed to bring with it not just congratulations for managing 

to ponce around the world drinking beer at someone else’s 

expense, but also an expectation that, having pulled it off 

once, the winner could now do it again, only better.


This ‘better’ bit wasn’t (just) paranoia. Whereas most of 

the awards doled out at the British Guild of Beer Writers’ 

Annual Dinner4 allowed the winner simply to bask in glory, 

the Budvar Travel Bursary was awarded to the writer the 

judges felt ‘could most benefit’ from the cheque for a thousand 

quid. In other words, it wasn’t saying I’d written the 

best beer-themed travel book – or travel-themed beer book – 

of the year. It was saying I was the writer who needed the 

most practice.


The award had come in the middle of a creative drought. 

I’d been trying for almost a year to come up with an idea for 

a new book. Now the award, while welcome, was making me 

feel an obligation to come up with a bigger, better idea than 

travelling 45,000 miles around the globe in search of the true 

meaning of beer.


‘Maybe I’ll write a piece of investigative journalism about 

Sam Smith’s,’ I said. ‘Start work as a barman and infiltrate 

the organization. Find out why they’re so secretive. What 

they’ve got to hide. How they came to own so many pubs in 

London, given that they’re based in Yorkshire and these pubs 

must be worth a fortune.’


Chris looked at the door and said nothing. This wasn’t 

going well.


‘You know, I’m not saying you’re a shit travel writer or 

anything like that,’ he said.


‘Thanks.’


‘But if you want to call yourself a travel writer, haven’t 

you got to write about an actual journey?’


Chris accompanied me on key parts of my travels for 

Three Sheets, and feels more qualified than most to advise on 

my writing career.5


‘The thing about travel writing is,’ he continued, ‘it 

suggests you actually write about travelling. Don’t get me 

wrong, you went to some nice places for Three Sheets. But 

shouldn’t you be writing about a journey rather than just the 

destination?’


He had a point.


‘Maybe’, I replied. ‘The problem with beer is, traditionally, 

it’s a localized product. It’s never really gone on any big 

meaningful journeys because it never travelled that well. I 

suppose I could recreate Jacobsen’s journey from Munich to 

Copenhagen when he brought back the yeast that created 

Carlsberg. Or I could maybe retrace the route of the German 

brewers who colonized the United States.’


These ideas weren’t filling me with enthusiasm. Chris was 

now picking his teeth and staring vacantly at the bar.


I carried on thinking. Maybe there was something better. 

‘Hey, there’s the journey made by beers from Burton-on-Trent to the Baltic in the eighteenth century. That might be 

interesting . . .’


I tailed off. My mouth fell open. I’d just spotted the 

elephant in the room. ‘Oh. Oh, shit.’


‘What?’ asked Chris.


‘You’ve just made me think of an idea.’


‘Why “oh, shit” then? Isn’t that good?’


‘I’m not sure it is, no.’


‘I always give you your best ideas. What’s this one then?’


It was a big journey all right. I only didn’t spot it because 

it was too big. But now Chris had made me think of it, in 

an instant I had no choice. It had enslaved me as soon as it 

appeared.


‘I’m just going to have to think about how I break it to 

Liz. She’s coming back.’


The idea sat there fully formed, grinning at me, a fourth 

entity at our table. Nervously, I grinned back at it. I knew 

immediately that I was going to do it. This was a real 

adventure, something that would make people stop and ask, 

are you sure? Something that might even make them worry 

for my safety. Now that I thought about it, I realized this 

story, its place in history and beer folklore, had been bothering 

me, gathering around me like thunderclouds for several 

years. Now, the storm was about to break. And it was going 

to be a big one.


‘Erm, Liz? You know when I went to the Great American 

Beer Festival last year? Remember what I told you about my 

favourite beers? Well . . .’














 






CHAPTER TWO


A BEER OF GREAT CHARACTER


Fifteen months and half a world away from the Duke of 

Argyll, the streets of the Mile High City were a tide of people 

flowing towards the Denver, Colorado Convention Center.


Inside the vast hangar of the Center, I was discovering that 

American beer festivals are nothing like their English cousins. 

On previous visits to the States I’d been blown away by the 

unslakable thirst for experimentation among American brewers, 

but this was the motherlode. Beyond the glitzy stands 

staffed by hot-pants-wearing hotties giving out samples of Bud, 

Coors and Miller Lite, the aisles were crowded with funky, 

farmyard-spicy Belgian-style ales, spritzy sweet-and-sour fruit 

beers, mellow red ales, sweet Scottish ales, dark German bocks, 

smoked porter from Alaska, even a recreated sahti, a Finnish 

speciality that’s brewed with bread yeast inside a hollowed-out 

log and filtered through pine needles. There were more beers 

here than I could ever sup in the three days of the festival, 

even though they were served in four-ounce shot glasses. I felt 

a duty to sample as many different styles as I could.


Yeah, right.


I was kidding myself. I knew what I was looking for.


In 2004, when I was writing Three Sheets to the Wind, I 

instantly fell in love with Portland, Oregon, particularly 

with India Pale Ale from the city’s Bridgeport brewery. 

It wraps you in deep hop aromas of pine and citrus, before 

dipping you in a bath of fruit and flowers and leaving you 

with a delicious bitter tingle at the end. When I first tasted it, 

no beer had ever tasted as good before.


A year later, I remembered it the same way I did my first 

mouthful of real curry. I was a twenty-year-old student, and I 

felt that I was tasting in colour for the first time. And while 

you can eat the same curry again (and again), you can never 

again taste it for the first time. No curry has ever tasted as 

good since. How could it? Now, I was in a similar situation 

with beer. My Great American Beer Festival (GABF) sample 

of Bridgeport IPA was, I knew, identical to that first sip 

in Portland, but it didn’t taste the same. Bridgeport is not 

available in the UK,6 but I’d discovered another IPA – Goose 

Island from Chicago – that was obtainable from Internet-based 

wholesalers. Goose Island regularly appears in most 

lists of best beers from around the world, and at this time I 

was buying it by the case. It not only converted my mates 

from lager to ale, it also converted their wives and girlfriends 

from wine to beer. Especially among those who preferred a 

Kiwi Sauvignon blanc, whose citrussy, grassy character it 

resembles, Goose Island never failed to produce a delighted 

comment along the lines of ‘I still don’t like beer, but I love 

this.’


Out of sixty-nine different categories at the festival,7 six 

were variations on pale ale. And despite the fruit beers and 

the spontaneously fermenting beers and the smoked beers 

and wheat beers and whatever else, the most fiercely contested 

category was ‘American-style India Pale Ale’, with 

ninety-six beers entered for judging. The American craft-beer 

scene was as smitten by IPA as I was. If you wanted to be 

taken seriously as an American ale brewer, you had to have an India Pale Ale in your range. Amid such wild eclecticism, 

it was the standard by which brewers were judged, comparable 

from coast to coast.


There are many archaic terms and acronyms in the 

naming of beer: XXXs, XXXXs, even a 6X; there are 3Bs, 

ESBs and SBAs; 70/-, 80/- and 90/-; double drops and 

single hops. All have historic meanings as brewing terms, 

even if many have become disconnected signifiers today. But 

IPA is more than a brewer’s term. It’s a legend – a fable that 

anyone at GABF could have faithfully recited to me.


Many IPA labels are illustrated with line drawings of 

sailing ships that, along with the name, evoke a sea-salt whiff 

of high adventure. I knew the story well – I’ve recounted it, 

hazily, in both my previous books. Even back then in Colorado, 

it was a story that felt like it had been worn shiny, the 

edges rubbed off by endless repetition.


In one sentence: India Pale Ale was a beer style created 

specially for the British Raj in India.


The blurb on the back label of every IPA bottle and in 

every coffee-table beer book elaborates the story along similar 

lines. In the eighteenth century there were thousands of 

Britons living in India. They demanded their creature comforts, 

and one of the most difficult to provide was beer. 

Before refrigeration and modern brewing biochemistry, the 

Indian climate made it impossible to brew locally, so beer 

had to be imported. The trouble was, this involved a sea 

journey that took anywhere between three and six months, 

through rough seas and harsh climates, and the beer arrived 

flat, sour and undrinkable. Then, someone recognized that 

high alcoholic content and high levels of hops both helped 

preserve beer. They created a strong, hoppy beer, and laded 

it on to eastbound ships. When it arrived in Bombay and 

Calcutta, it had not only survived the journey, it had also 

gone through an amazing, unexpected conditioning process on board that left it light, bright and sparkling, perfect for 

the climate.


Thanks to the American craft-brewing boom, it’s a story 

that’s now more famous in the States than in Britain. Because 

America has gone hop-crazy.


Most people sort of know that beer is made out of hops, 

even if they don’t know what hops are. The building blocks 

of beer are actually hewn from malted barley, but hops are 

used to season beer, like herbs in cooking, giving beer its 

characteristic bitterness as well as most of its aroma. When 

Americans started to create craft beers based on old European 

styles, they quickly realized that American hops, particularly 

the varieties that thrived around Portland and the rest of the 

Pacific North West, were far more aromatic than their 

European cousins. Now, hoppy aromas – and, more importantly, 

bitterness – are characteristics you either love or hate. 

Most people who ‘don’t like’ beer are put off by the bitterness, 

and that’s the fault of hops. But if you do like it, American 

hops offer flavour to make your toes curl. Craft brewers 

began searching the archives and history books for beers that 

were characterized by high levels of hoppiness. And they 

rediscovered India Pale Ale.


When every brewer started creating hoppy IPAs, hopheads 

started asking for more. America has the most vibrant craft-beer 

scene in the world because it combines a reverence for 

the past with a confident, sometimes arrogant belief that 

however good these great old beers were, they can be 

improved upon. Here, at GABF, were the results.


Over three days I used Bridgeport and Goose Island as 

base camp to explore new peaks of hoppiness. From California’s 

Stone brewery came Arrogant Bastard, a beer that 

informed us we probably wouldn’t appreciate it, as we didn’t 

have refined-enough tastes. Over at the Falling Rock – the 

brewpub brewers go to when they want to drink rather than pour their own beers – a single pint of Maharajah IPA put 

me to sleep.8 But the one that made the greatest impression 

was Dogfish Head. Sam Calagione, the founder of this 

Delaware brewery, is an enormously charismatic guy in his 

mid-thirties. His brewery’s motto – ‘Off-centered beers for 

off-centered people’ – reflects both a very astute entrepreneurial 

sense and a desire to redefine what beer can be. 

Sitting proudly on Sam’s stall at GABF was Randall the 

Enamel Animal, an ‘organoleptic hop transducer module’ 

that filters the extremely hoppy Dogfish Head 90 Minute IPA 

(9 per cent ABV or alcohol by volume) and 120 Minute 

IPA (21 per cent ABV – yes, 21) through a fat plastic tube 

crammed full of raw hops. To make the beer, y’know, a bit 

more hoppy.


That this centuries-old British beer style was driving innovation 

across an entire industry in the United States, an 

industry growing at 10 per cent annually while the likes of 

Budweiser, Miller and Coors were looking at flat sales year 

after year, begged a rather obvious question. In India Pale 

Ale, American style, I’d found the greatest beer I’d ever 

tasted, that I then believed I ever would taste. It was based 

on an historic English recipe. So why was it so much more 

popular and exciting in the supposed beer desert of the USA 

than in its homeland? Why couldn’t I find beers like this in 

England?


If you have even the vaguest knowledge of beer, you’re now 

sitting there thinking, hang on a minute, even I’ve heard of 

IPA. Greene King IPA, that’s a famous one, isn’t it? Well . . . 

no, it’s not. It’s a perfectly decent beer. It was the runner-up 

Championship Beer of the Great British Beer Festival a few years ago.9 But true IPAs were – and in America still are – 

around 6 to 8 per cent ABV. Greene King, like almost all 

British IPAs, is less than 4 per cent. You wouldn’t describe it 

as a particularly hoppy beer, and it’s not even that pale. Deuchars 

IPA from Edinburgh has also won the top prize at the 

Great British Beer Festival. It is at least pale, and is definitely 

hoppier than many British cask ales. I order it whenever I see 

it on the bar. But at 3.6 per cent, it simply doesn’t have the 

intensity of flavour I’d come to love. The Yanks were beating 

us at our own game, quite embarrassingly.


By the time I was sitting in the Duke of Argyll fourteen 

months later, I’d found a few exceptions to the transatlantic 

IPA rule. Marston’s Old Empire, St Austell Tribute, Thornbridge 

Jaipur and Meantime IPA all took cues from North 

American brewers and used North American hops. In particular 

Greenwich’s Meantime brewery made a real effort to 

rediscover the true history of IPA, and, at 7 per cent, they 

maintained that their beer was as faithful to the original style 

as possible. But much as I loved these beers they were few 

and far between, and not always easy to get hold of.


India Pale Ale was the greatest beer that ever lived. In its 

modern incarnation it was my favourite style. But its story 

always felt a little incomplete to me. I was always waiting for 

a more detailed telling that never came. The journey that 

gave birth to IPA, the old sea route from England to India 

around the Cape of Good Hope, remains the greatest journey 

beer has ever made, and was made at a time when most 

brewers couldn’t even deliver their beer to the next town in 

good condition. Didn’t anyone else think this was extraordinary? 

This journey around the Cape used to kill people! And India, still one of the most exotic and mysterious places 

on Earth, was back then – for the English at least – a thrilling, 

glorious adventure. Didn’t this story need fleshing out a little? 

Turning into a proper story?


And then I realized something else. Something that could 

reclaim this beer and bring it home. For all the experimentation 

that had happened in the States: the recreation of old 

recipes, the use of new ingredients, the super-high levels of 

hops, the alcohol levels on a par with wine – the one thing 

no twentieth- or twenty-first-century brewer had done was 

recreate the journey that gave birth to the style in the first 

place.


All this flashed through my mind in those first few seconds 

in the Duke of Argyll, and that’s why I said ‘Oh, shit.’ 

Because as soon as the idea presented itself, I knew what I 

was doing next.


‘I’m going to recreate the journey of India Pale Ale,’ I 

announced to Liz and Chris. ‘I’m going to get a brewer to 

brew me a cask of traditional IPA, and I’m going to take it 

by sea to India, around the Cape, for the first time in at least 

a hundred and forty years.’














 






CHAPTER THREE


A DIFFICULT CONVERSATION, 


FOLLOWED BY A FORTUITOUS ONE


‘You fucking tosser.’


‘Sorry.’


‘I said you’re a tosser!’


‘I know. I was just saying sorry.’


I hate upsetting Liz. It’s not that I’m scared by her anger 

(though I am), it’s just that it seems like such a foolish thing 

to do. If you love someone, and if your best memories all 

have one thing in common, which is the two of you being 

happy together in the same place at the same time, then why 

would you ever hurt or annoy them? Whenever I upset Liz 

it’s by accident, which makes me a very clumsy person, 

emotionally.


Oh, this had been such a stupid idea, I could see that 

now. Liz had been nothing but supportive when I wrote my 

last two books. While she hated the fact that I disappeared 

inside my head for long periods of time while writing, she 

had accompanied me on some of the trips for Three Sheets and 

they were experiences we would both remember for ever. But 

taken together, the whole thing had been an ordeal too, for 

both of us. I had failed to appreciate how much my schemes 

and ideas affected the person I shared my life with. There 

was a line between asking your partner to be supportive of 

your ideas and decisions, and displaying a flagrant disregard 

for their feelings. A line between suggesting the possibility of 

a few days in Belgium, and announcing a three- (or four-, or six-) month disappearing act. I’d just found that line, and not 

only crossed it, but pointed at it and laughed as I did so. 

Well, that was that.


‘Look, it was just a thought,’ I said. ‘I was excited about 

it, but I should have thought it through before just announcing 

it like that. It’s OK, just forget it. It probably wouldn’t 

have come together anyway. I don’t have to do it.’


Liz glared at me with exasperation. ‘No, you do. You do. 

That’s the problem. You’ve got to do it. It’s a very good idea 

and in fact I insist that you do do it. But you’re still a tosser 

for thinking of it. How could you?’


My declaration became like one of those awful sentences 

people say in the heat of an argument, and instantly regret 

but can never unsay. Liz was right of course. Having had the 

idea, I had to go through with it. That didn’t mean she had 

to like it, but she knew me better than anyone, and understood 

how important it was for me to explore something that 

felt like new ground in writing about beer, and much more 

besides.


There had to be much more to the basic IPA story. But as 

well as proving or disproving the myth – that this sea journey 

alchemized the beer in some way – the voyage would have 

many more facets. I was planning to do it in 2007 – the year 

India was celebrating sixty years of independence from British 

rule, as well as marking the 150th anniversary of the Sepoy 

Rebellion, when the East India Company’s own army rose 

against it, and the 250th anniversary of the Battle of Plassey, 

commonly regarded as the start of British rule in India.


I also liked the idea of travelling by sea. Fascination and 

wonder at the ocean rests somewhere deep inside millions of 

us, sometimes acted upon, more often simply dreamed about. 

Did I really like the sea, or just the idea of it? Should we be 

rediscovering it, at a time when awareness about global 

warming had reached a kind of tipping point and we were 

beginning to question our right to hop on a plane every five minutes? A look on the website of a company specializing in 

travel on container ships (the first of so, so many to come) 

revealed that travelling from the UK to Cape Town on a 

cargo ship – a huge, oil-guzzling container ship – gave you 

a carbon footprint fifty-six times smaller than the same 

journey by plane. What if you could get there under sail? Liz 

was right. She often is. I had to do this journey.


I needed to go to work on three fronts: arranging a sea 

journey that hadn’t existed since the opening of the Suez 

Canal 138 years ago; persuading a brewer to help me by 

brewing a beer they didn’t normally make and hopefully 

giving me at least a barrel of it for free, and delving into 

history, finding out the truth of the IPA story, what it was 

really like, why it really went to India, who drank it when it 

got there, and why it disappeared so quickly and completely 

from our collective beery consciousness.


The best place to start, at least on the last two, would be 

Burton-on-Trent, the spiritual home of IPA. I needed to think 

about whom I would contact and how I would approach it.


And then, three days after New Year, I received an email 

that, if I were superstitious, I would have hailed as proof that 

this trip was more than a mad idea: it was destiny. It was an 

email from Rudgie.


Rudgie and I worked together when he was marketing 

manager for English Rugby, and I’d been employed by a 

marketing consultancy. We worked on a marketing plan that 

covered everything from grass roots to the English national 

team, with the overall aim of improving the profile of English 

Rugby to such an extent that England would win the Rugby 

World Cup in 2007. I’d last spoken to him in 2002, when I 

quit the brand consultancy. I guess that when England won 

the Cup in 2003, four years ahead of schedule, Rudgie must 

have decided there wasn’t much left for him to do.


According to the email, he was no longer working for 

English Rugby. He was working for Coors, one of the country’s biggest brewing concerns. He was based in their 

main office. Which was in Burton-on-Trent. He was looking 

after innovation and speciality beers, hoping to create interesting 

new projects. And after not having seen me for five 

years, he just wondered if there were anything beery I might 

be interested in talking to him about?


Paul Rudge was made for the beer business. He has the 

avuncular manner that has clients, suppliers and little old 

ladies in the street calling him Rudgie within seconds of 

meeting him. I bet even the Queen would call him Rudgie.10 

He began his career at what was then Bass before moving to 

English Rugby. Between that and joining Coors, he had a 

short spell as marketing manager for Durex. Having spent his 

entire professional life selling sport, sex and beer, you’d call 

him the ultimate lad’s lad if only he displayed the slightest 

trace of the boorish insensitivity and inability to treat women 

as equals that label would imply.


American brewer Coors bought most of what used to be 

Bass plc just after the millennium, and as part of the deal 

acquired extensive brewing archives, which, once I explained 

my quest, Rudgie promised to get me into. But now they 

brewed Carling, the UK’s biggest lager, Grolsch and Reef, 

and alcopop available in a variety of fruity flavours. So when 

I thanked Rudgie for the archives and said, ‘Now I just need 

to figure out how to get the beer,’ I was surprised when he 

replied, ‘Well, I was just coming to that.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘We’ve also got White Shield.’


‘Ah. Oh. I see.’


When Coors ended up with almost everything Bass owned 

apart from Bass ale itself, they were left with a hole in their 

business. It was a small hole admittedly, but it was a legendary 

ale-shaped hole. They filled that hole with Worthington.


After merging with Bass in 1926, this one-time Burton 

rival took a back seat to Bass itself. Now it was being 

promoted again. Worthington White Shield, available only in 

chunky dark brown bottles with a stylish shield and dagger 

logo, had always been a beer that made aficionados raise 

their eyebrows reverentially and sigh, ‘Ahhh, White Shield’ at 

the mere mention of its name.


‘And did you know’, said Rudgie, ‘that until people started 

calling it White Shield ’cos of the label design, and although 

these words aren’t on the label any more, it used to be called 

Worthington India Pale Ale? Or that the recipe has hardly 

changed since it went to India in the mid-nineteenth century?’


‘No. No, I did not.’


‘Well then. We make it in the Museum Brewery. Tiny 

plant, about eighty years old. It’s called the White Shield 

brewery now. So how do you fancy getting in there and 

brewing your own batch of it, maybe make a few tweaks to 

get it back to the original ballpark recipe, and taking a cask 

of it to India?’


See? I told you he was a nice bloke.


For the first and last time in relation to my quest, the 

words ‘this could be easier than I thought’ passed my lips.
















 






CHAPTER FOUR


SIX MONTHS ON GOOGLE


It was only after I’d deeply upset my wife, got one of the 

country’s biggest brewers involved and sold the idea of a book 

that I decided to find out whether it was actually possible to 

recreate the sea route taken by India Pale Ale in the mid-nineteenth 

century. It turned out that taking a 30-kilogram 

barrel of beer on an 18,000-mile sea journey that no longer 

exists was not going to be as easy as it sounds.


The main problem – and it’s fairly crucial – is that no one 

goes anywhere on ships any more. You only have to leaf 

through even the self-consciously adventurous travel guides. 

There’s always a section telling you how to get to a particular 

place. It starts by giving you details of flights and airports, 

and then, for those feeling brave, it might tell you about 

trains and buses. But there is never anything about getting 

there by sea, save for a few narrow straits criss-crossed by 

ferries.


This just didn’t seem right. Admittedly I’d never considered 

going anywhere by sea before now. But even without 

having experienced it, I quickly grew defensive on behalf of 

sea travel, and lamented its passing. Didn’t anyone else? 

Wasn’t Titanic the biggest-grossing film of all time? OK, bad 

advertisement for ocean travel. But before the iceberg came 

the glamour, the elegance, the romance and stateliness. From 

yachts to ocean liners, when ships were the only way of seeing 

the world, travel meant so much more than it does now. 

There was no way you could take it for granted the way the 

bored business-class suit does a 747–400, where the wine list has become more interesting than the fact that he’s tens of 

thousands of feet above the clouds on his way between 

London and Manhattan. From the eighteenth century, when 

death at sea shrank from being probable to merely possible, 

through to the 1960s, when jumbo jets redefined the world, 

both the destination and the journey would have been something 

to remember for-ever. Now, for most people, sea travel 

meant either the grim, greasy floating transport-cafe experience 

of the ferry, or the ocean-going old people’s home of 

the cruise ship. It wasn’t much of a choice. And I quickly 

discovered that neither offered a passage from England to 

India.


The historical research wasn’t going too well either. The 

Burton archives were punctured by holes where past researchers 

had been. No one at the British High Commission in 

India had ever heard of India Pale Ale. William Dalrymple, 

who knows more about the British in India than anyone 

alive if his superb books on the subject are any indication, 

had heard of IPA, but only because his dad used to work in a 

brewery. ‘To be honest, it’s something I have only come 

across in this country,’ he replied kindly to my unsolicited 

email. ‘I never heard of it in India – all my East India 

Company heroes seemed to drink pipes of Madeira.’ Was the 

whole IPA story merely an exaggeration? Wishful thinking on 

the part of the beer industry? No. It couldn’t be.


India Pale Ale first embarked on its passage a century 

before the Suez Canal existed. The tall ships set off south-south-west out of the Channel, past Cape Finisterre on the 

northern coast of Spain, and headed for the rocky, volcanic 

islands of Madeira, the Canaries or the archipelago of Cape 

Verde off the North African coast. Here they would pick up 

fresh water, fruit and vegetables, and maybe a few delicacies 

such as Madeira wine to trade.


That was the easy part. Sometime after Cape Verde, they 

would lose the north-east trade winds and enter the hot, still, muggy Doldrums. This was the point where death sometimes 

became a realistic possibility, as ships that depended upon 

wind could be robbed of motion and left to sit on a flat, salty 

mirror for weeks on end.


Sometimes they’d be carried slowly westward by the 

equatorial current, and would call at the Portuguese trading 

settlement of Rio de Janeiro to take on fresh supplies once 

more. Alternatively, if they got lucky – and later, when steam 

replaced sail – they would make it to St Helena, a tiny island 

in the South Atlantic that the English East India Company 

had made their own in 1659.


Finally, they would reach Africa’s southern tip. Unless the 

wind looked particularly promising, there would be a brief 

respite in Cape Town to sample the beautiful grapes. And 

then the notorious Cape itself: once known as the Cape of 

Storms, an early example of rebranding to the Cape of Good 

Hope didn’t prevent old sea dogs from telling frightened 

passengers that, if they listened carefully, they might still be 

able to hear the ghostly screams of the doomed Flying Dutchman’s 

crew.


Yeah, that sounded good. As someone with so little 

experience on water, I didn’t even know if I got seasick or 

not. That was definitely the route for me.


Those who survived the Cape entered the Mozambique 

Channel, and followed the East African coast, where Somali 

pirates are still attacking shipping, and finally traversed the 

Indian Ocean, back up through the tropical latitudes to 

Bombay, Calcutta or Madras.


This was the route I had to follow. The question was, who 

the hell would take me on it?


Cargo ships have always taken passengers. If you’re terrified 

of flying, how else are you going to get to your cousin’s 

wedding in Sydney or South Africa? Ninety-eight per cent of 

the world’s cargo still travels by sea, which means they must 

go everywhere. Of course, no ship has followed the route I wanted to take since Suez opened in 1869. When your 

business is shipping cargo as cheaply and quickly as possible, 

why would you? No problem, I thought. I’d get a ship to 

South Africa, wait around for a bit, then pick up another ship 

from there to India, maybe with a few nice stops along the 

way, perhaps in Mauritius, Zanzibar, Madagascar and the 

Seychelles: truly exotic place names full of colourful smells 

and dockside adventure.


Strand Travel, who book passengers on cargo ships, 

offered plenty of options for getting to South Africa, but none 

from there to India. I wrote explaining what I was trying to 

do, and that I hadn’t found a straightforward answer on their 

website. They replied that there were no ships from South 

Africa to the Indian Ocean, and suggested I look at their 

website for more details. The Sail Training Association said 

they would see what they could do, and then studiously 

ignored every follow-up contact I ever made. By April these 

responses, plus a very alluring brochure from The Tall Ships 

People, full of fantastic-looking voyages, none of them anywhere 

close to India, were all I had in my inbox.


‘You drive me mad!’ said Liz one day. ‘You need to 

phone!’


I phoned the woman at The Cruise People, who assured 

me, ‘What you are trying to do is completely impossible. 

There is no shipping that goes from South Africa to India.’


‘You mean, no shipping that you handle.’


‘No, I mean no shipping at all.’


Later, her boss emailed me and told me there had been a 

container ship that went from Durban to Mumbai (modern-day 

rebranded Bombay), but it had just stopped doing that 

route. He assured me the woman I had been speaking to was 

looking into it for me. I never heard from them again.


It was hopeless combing the outer reaches of the Internet 

like this. What I needed was a specialist travel agent, someone 

who organized Travel with a capital ‘T’ and pointed and laughed at squares like me who queued at Heathrow to board 

flights with businessmen and families with screaming children. 

But where would I find someone like that? Did such a place 

even exist? It must do. But where?


Salvation turned up bearing one of the most unlikely 

names I’d ever heard.


It was June. Nothing had happened apart from, having 

first pissed off Liz by having the idea six months earlier, I 

was now pissing her off even more with my perfect inability 

to drag it into reality, and the stress and moping this drove 

me to.


I thought of going by Suez. Of cheating and doing the 

last bit by plane. Of chartering a ship. I couldn’t accept that 

this journey might be impossible. I knew that somebody else, 

somebody who wasn’t me, would have been able to make it 

work. There were so many ships in the world! People knew 

people who owned those ships or worked on them. There 

were ships on the seas, and there were ports in India. This, at 

least, I knew. But after six months, I had been unable to put 

them together, and it felt like a black snake thrashing in my 

guts.


I wrote to the ‘secretariat’ of the British Guild of Travel 

Writers, who canvassed as many members as she could think 

of. I took some comfort from the inevitable reply, when it 

came from the Guild’s chairman: ‘I did a bit of asking but 

drew a bit of a blank (which is great from one point of view; 

nobody else is doing anything like this!).’


At least I was failing in an original and interesting manner.


When another email arrived later that afternoon from 

somebody called Station Weggis, I read it fleetingly, seeing 

another ‘no’, when in fact, that’s not what it was saying at all.


I only went back to the email because I thought ‘Station 

Weggis’ was the best name I’d ever heard. It was so unlikely. 

In fact it turned out that Station Weggis was not the person’s 

name at all, which disappointed me. I’d been looking forward to typing the words ‘Dear Station’ in response. Station Weggis 

was in fact where Urs Steiner worked, and it was he who had 

written to me. Now Urs Steiner is still a pretty cool name. 

No flies on Urs. Sounds like a character from a Sven Hassel 

novel. But it’s no Station Weggis.


Weggis (I never found out why ‘Station Weggis’ comes up 

in the ‘name’ field on emails) is a company that specializes in 

booking container-ship travel. I hadn’t come across them 

before because they don’t really have a web presence. But I 

immediately warmed to them for two reasons. Firstly, because 

‘Station Weggis’ is not a remote outpost in the Arctic, as 

words like ‘station’ or ‘base’ imply, but sits in Switzerland, 

tiny and landlocked, and I loved the idea of someone being 

in a country hundreds of miles from the sea and thinking, 

‘You know what this place needs? A company that deals 

exclusively with shipping.’


The second reason I fell in love with Station Weggis is 

that it’s where Urs Steiner goes to work every day. And Urs 

Steiner was my saviour.


Urs hadn’t in fact said no. He’d said the dates might be a 

problem, and he’d said I would have to go to Brazil on one 

ship, and then take another ship back across the Atlantic. 

The dates were all wrong, that was true enough. Urs said I 

would have to board my first ship on 5 September. I couldn’t 

do that. I couldn’t leave the UK until 17 September. But 

there were two things that kept me coming back and prodding 

this ghost of a possibility. The first was that Urs used the 

word ‘Batavia’. I hadn’t mentioned Batavia in my email, but 

here he was saying:





If you emphasize the trade route to the former


Batavia, you could choose the following sailing:





Voyage 2301: Commodore


Santos/Brazil – Itajai/Brazil – Paranagua/Brazil –


Itaquai/Brazil – Durban/South Africa – Singapore





‘The former Batavia’ is the current Indonesia, and was 

once the heart of the Dutch spice trade. And the only person 

who would know something like this is someone who, like me, 

had at least a fleeting interest in the history of sea voyages. 

Someone who might actually be interested in what I was 

trying to do. And this revealed that I could get from Brazil 

– even Durban – to Singapore. From there, Urs explained, 

I could wait for about two weeks, then get another container 

ship from Singapore back to India, probably Chennai (formerly 

Madras). It wasn’t strictly historically accurate, and it 

would probably cripple me financially, but it was possible.


The second reason I persisted was the photograph that 

Urs had attached to the email; the photograph of the first 

ship, the ship that would get me to Brazil. I clicked it open, 

and when it appeared on my screen I turned into a watery 

minor female character in a BBC costume drama. I gasped. I 

put one hand over my heart. My eyes filled with tears. And, 

no, I’m not exaggerating. No dramatic effect here. You ask 

the people who were sitting next to me, who looked at me 

strangely and asked if I were all right.


So this is what love at first sight felt like. Urs had sent me 

a picture of Europa:





Part one you follow the trade winds which were used

by the old East India vessel with an old bark (see

picture). She is sailing on September 5 from

Amsterdam via Lisbon – Tenerife to Salvador/Brazil

(arriving October 28). The vessel will proceed down

to Argentina. Embarkation would also be possible in

Lisbon or Tenerife. This is the only sailing this year.





She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my entire 

life.11 You can tell how beautiful she was (we’re talking about 

Europa now) because look – I was calling her ‘she’, not ‘it’. Until that point I’d believed the only people who could get 

away with calling ships ‘she’ were those who really lived at 

sea, or who appeared in black and white movies starring Jack 

Hawkins and, preferably, Denholm Elliott. If anyone else did, 

they were being pretentious. Well, you could call me whatever 

you liked, but I wanted this ship. A low, slender white hull 

curved up and tapered to an elegant bow. Three wooden 

masts reached up into a cloudless sky, brilliant white sails 

furled, looking like they were crying to be let down so she 

could leap off through the sapphire sea. Oh, and look at that 

– Urs knew about the trade winds too. He knew more about 

my quest than I did.


But I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t leave the UK on 5 September. 

This is the only sailing this year. It hit me like a 

punch in the stomach every time I read it. And then, I finally 

read the preceding sentence properly: embarkation would 

also be possible in Lisbon and Tenerife. I wrote back – when 

was she due to leave Tenerife? Urs replied: 29 September. 

That gave me two weeks to get from the UK to Tenerife, by 

sea; sod it, I’d cheat, by plane if necessary, just to get on that 

ship. She was due to reach Salvador, Brazil, at the end of 

October. And a few days later I would board the Caribbean, 

the other container option, the one that didn’t follow the old 

Batavia route. She didn’t stop in South Africa either, but did 

sail round the Cape, up the East Coast of Africa and across 

the Indian Ocean, called at a few ports in the Middle East 

and then Nhava Sheva, India.


Where was Nhava Sheva? I looked on a map of India 

and couldn’t find it anywhere. It wasn’t in the index of the 

Lonely Planet guide. It was probably some flyblown place 

in the middle of nowhere and it would take me about a 

month to get from there to Mumbai. After a few days I 

remembered Google. Nhava Sheva: India’s biggest port. 

Located in Mumbai.


‘This one would – if it stays like that, work out very well!’ wrote Urs, lovely Urs, the first person with access to passenger 

berths on the world’s ships who gave a toss about my quest. 

There were still gaps to fill, but there was the basic route. I 

knew I could get from the UK to Tenerife somehow. After 

six months of fruitless effort, I was leaving for India in another 

three.


Things started to move quickly. There were two options 

for getting to Tenerife by the 29th. I could take a ferry to 

northern Spain, then a train to Madrid, another train from 

Madrid to Cadiz, and a ferry from Cadiz to the Canaries. 

That would be fine. It would cost few hundred quid, and take 

about a week. Or.


Or.


Or I could narrowly miss Oceana, a P&O cruise ship (it left 

Southampton thirty-six hours before I was able to board it), 

fly to Vigo in northern Spain, which was cheating but only a 

few hundred miles of cheating, catch up with Oceana there 

and not only get to Tenerife in style, with a week to spare 

before Europa sailed, but also visit some of the other islands 

the old East India Company ships called at along the way. It 

was highly unorthodox to spend only four nights on board a 

cruise – the ‘Canaries Carousel’ as it happens – that lasted 

for a total of fourteen nights. And I would of course have to 

pay for the whole fourteen nights. And it would cost me the 

same astronomical amount of money whether I went alone, 

or shared my cabin with someone else. What kind of fool 

would do that?


The kind of fool who would phone his wife and say, ‘Love, 

I’ve got a great idea. I’m going to make it up to you for 

buggering off, by giving you a really special time the week 

before I leave you. What do you say to a luxury ocean cruise, 

followed by a few days in Tenerife?’


‘A cruise?’


‘Yeah!’


‘A cruise?’


‘. . . What?’


‘How old do you think I am?’


‘It’ll be fantastic!’


‘It’ll be my worst nightmare! My dad thought he was a bit 

too young when he went on a cruise for his seventy-fifth 

birthday!’


‘Yeah, but he enjoyed it, didn’t he? I was going to suggest 

asking him if you didn’t want to go.’


‘You are not going on this with anyone apart from me. A 

cruise though!’


I convinced myself she was secretly pleased at the prospect.


I started to make preparations. I still had the brochure, 

‘Sailing Adventures 2007’, from The Tall Ships People in 

Devon, which was full of handy hints and a kit list. Seasick? 

‘Nelson was (frequently!) It usually only lasts a few days.’ 

Most ships had ship-to-shore phones. All training would be 

given and you didn’t have to do anything you didn’t want to. 

This all sounded good. Travel insurance, sun cream, warm 

clothing – balaclava, scarf, fleece and gloves were all essential: 

‘it can be very cold at sea even in July and August!’ Lots of 

socks, especially thick ones, and a slight ripple of concern at 

the advice on underwear, ‘it is always a good idea to bring 

more than you think you will need.’ I was going to have to 

pack for both winter and summer. ‘Travel light!’ they then 

had the gall to recommend. How? And as I needed to write 

my account of the trip as I went, that meant laptop, books 

and sheaves of notes too.


My favourite part was the advice about money. It wasn’t 

strictly essential, as the cost of the cruise was inclusive of 

everything apart from bar bill and souvenir T-shirts, sweatshirts 

and ‘smocks etc.’, which was good as I probably 

wouldn’t have room to pack a smock. But we may want to 

take some cash with us just in case, as ‘there will be opportunities 

to go ashore for chips etc.’.


I had a whole list of elements still to sort out: visas for India and Iran, a canal boat from Burton to either London 

or Liverpool, accommodation in Tenerife and Brazil, getting 

to Vigo, and figuring out what I was going to do when I 

finally arrived in India lugging a barrel of beer. I assumed 

that, having taken six months to get the main elements in 

place, these final bits would be relatively straightforward. I 

was utterly mistaken of course.


I was going to be away from home for about four months. 

That meant I would be earning no money for at least five 

And as the weeks before the start of the voyage fell away 

faster than the items on my To Do list, I felt myself sinking, 

drowning. I was losing control, each day beginning with a 

new set of deadlines, and ending with ‘Phew, I managed to 

survive another one.’


And while all this was happening, I had a beer to brew.












 





CHAPTER FIVE


‘BEER TOWN’


Whenever I go to Burton I get an irresistible urge to eat 

curry.


It’s part of a weird feeling I get that predates any association 

between Burton and India. The first time I came here, 

pitching for an advertising account years ago, I was struck by 

a seemingly random urge to experience the typical British 

Friday night out. Not just my idea of a good night out, but 

the Friday night most representative of the typical night 

across the country. When botanists classify species they select 

a sample that they declare as the type specimen, the Platonic 

archetype that defines the essence of the species, and to which 

all other examples are compared to determine if they are the 

same species. I was struck by the sense that Burton would 

offer the Platonic archetype of the British Friday night. That 

first time, I believed it was just a random thought. But every 

time I came back I felt it again, far more than I have in 

notorious drinking towns like Portsmouth, Newcastle or Nottingham. 

Now, back in town with a mission, I discovered that 

it wasn’t just me: Burton had recently won a poll to be named 

the most average town in the UK.


Burton-on-Trent has a red-brick, low-rise high street 

called High Street. It has all the big chain names, shopping 

malls and multiplexes that are bleaching Britain of any 

regional variation. So fine, it’s average, but why is it more 

average? I began looking at it more closely, and realized what 

it was. The average British town is circled by superstores, 

malls and multiplexes, which are there to be driven to. In 

Burton, you can pull into a vast car park, go for a meal at 

Frankie & Benny’s, then see a Hollywood movie at the 

Cineworld multiplex, before popping into the twenty-four-hour 

Sainsbury’s or the drive-thru KFC on your way home, 

all right in the centre of town. This big-box version of 

commerce only hit Britain in the last twenty or thirty years, 

which is why any other town has these delights on its formerly 

leafy outskirts. Burton is more average than the rest – 

uniquely average – because these bland names and formats 

have colonized its heart, and there’s nothing else in its flat 

streets, no iconic architecture or quirky layout, to break them 

up. It’s as if there were no town in the town centre at all 

before the malls and multiplexes came, no individual identity 

there to be eroded by these cathedrals of commerce.


What kind of town could have found itself with so much 

empty space in its heart twenty or thirty years ago?


There are clues in the street names and street furniture. 

The massive multiplex car park is just off Worthington Way. 

Outside Cineworld stands a sculpture in which film reels 

dance with what appear to be wooden barrels. Across the 

street, the main shopping mall is called Cooper’s Square. A 

common-enough name, but as the bronze statue just outside 

Boots confirms here we’re talking specifically about the craft 

of cooperage, the making of barrels.


These vast urban spaces, now colonized by identikit commerce, 

were once breweries. All of them.


The shopping mall used to be John Bell’s brewery. The 

multiplex and its car park used to be Bass. The public library 

was Worthington. Behind the storm fencing and DANGER 

KEEP OUT signs outside the derelict Riverside shopping 

centre and the abandoned Club Extreme, the Salt’s brewery 

well still runs beneath the litter-strewn concourse, workers’ 

Portaloo and graffiti informing us in emotive and disapproving 

terms that Fat Jodie of Derby is liberal with her sexual 

favours, complete with her mobile phone number.


In the middle of the nineteenth century the name of 

Burton-on-Trent was world famous. Burton was the greatest 

brewing town the world has ever seen, a wonder of the 

industrial age and a celebrated jewel of Queen Victoria’s 

British Empire. It was as far from average as it’s possible to 

imagine: time and again, it left visitors gasping for words 

to describe the immensity of its industry. In 1872, the Burton 

Daily News painted a vivid picture:





One no sooner enters the town of Burton than he begins 

to be oppressed by a sense of brewery on the brain . . . 

There are breweries to the right, to left, in front, and in 

rear. Huge piles of casks, arranged as we see shot and 

shell in an arsenal, rise high above the walls flanking the 

streets. You meet a locomotive coming serenely down 

the street drawing a long tail of trucks loaded with barrels 

full of beer, or with grains on their way to the dairies.12 

A scent of brewing ever floats upon the air . . . Walk 

whither you will, the breweries are interminable. Bass, left 

behind half a mile on the left, springs into sudden being 

again on the right front; and when you are looking for the 

Town-hall you find a few more acres of Bass right in the 

centre of the town. Not less ubiquitous is Allsopp; and 

when haply, for a brief space, you manage to escape from 

under the shadow of these two giants the skirmishing work 

is taken up at all points by Ind Coope, Worthington, Salt, 

Nunneley, Evershed, Robinson, and others quos narrare 

longum est. It is impossible to realize that Burton is a town 

with breweries in it; the inevitable impression is that 

Burton consists of a congeries of breweries, in the interstices 

between which and around their edges a town has 

diffidently grown up, and exists on sufferance, while the 

ground on which it stands is not required for brewery 

purposes.





And yet, you rarely see beer even mentioned in accounts 

of the Industrial Revolution or the Victorian golden age of 

industry and prosperity that followed it. Even in Burton itself, 

there’s little reverence now, no real sense of being in a historic 

brewing town.


Walking down Burton High Street, I passed Wetherspoons 

and Yates’s and wondered why they were not speciality beer 

bars recreating some of the countless brews that were born 

here, festooned with displays rejoicing in the proud history of 

names that were once celebrated around the world, the 

lifeblood of an empire. I wanted to tear the bricks up and dig 

my fingers into the soil to find the past, pick the town up and 

shake it until greatness fell from its pockets.


But I knew enough about the curious character of this 

place to understand that no amount of coercion would get it 

to sing unless it felt good and ready. I had to try though: the 

history of Burton was the history of India Pale Ale. Without 

knowing one, I’d never find the other.


Burton has always been a fiercely belligerent, independent 

town. Burtonians have a history of being a stubborn people 

who go their own way, doing things differently, and protesting 

against anything they see as wrong. During the English Civil 

War, Burton was fought over bitterly and almost destroyed 

because it refused to declare allegiance for either side. Edward 

Wightman, the last man to be burned at the stake in Britain 

for the crime of heresy, was a Burton man (and a publican13). 

And although Lady Godiva rode naked through the streets of 

Coventry in her famous protest against tax, she actually lived 

in Branston Manor, a possession of Burton Abbey.


Perhaps this spirit is the product of an extraordinary run 

of bad luck that, if you weren’t one of the many it killed, 

could only make you tougher. Over the last eight hundred 

years, Burton has been destroyed by fire, flooded, devastated 

by midsummer hailstorms, torched by anti-Royal nobles, 

flooded again – and again and again – hit by hurricanes, 

earthquakes, Zeppelins, and in 1944 was the site of the largest 

man-made explosion ever to hit Britain. When disaster is 

seemingly an everyday occurrence, you need to have a bit of 

steel in you if you’re not going to drop everything and run 

for the hills, and Burtonians certainly seemed to possess it. 

Maybe it’s something in the water. After all, water is why 

there’s a town here in the first place.


Sometime between the sixth and ninth centuries – sorry if 

that’s a bit vague, but we’re talking about the Dark Ages, 

when writing was often discouraged with the aid of fire and 

pointy sticks, so accounts vary – an Irish nun by the name 

of Modwen arrived in England and stayed at a monastery 

in Whitby for a while before setting off on a pilgrimage to 

Rome.


She got as far as the River Trent.


The Trent has always been broad and powerful, and 

crossing it had to be undertaken carefully. Modwen spotted 

an island in the middle of the river, and wisely figured that 

this would be a safe crossing. When she reached the island, 

she found a spring or well in the centre of it. Perhaps she 

took a drink straight away. Perhaps something else extraordinary 

happened. But once she was on the island, Modwen 

forgot all about Rome, and stayed there, building churches 

and using the water from the well to treat the sick. Her fame 

as a healer spread, and one day a young boy was sent to her 

with a seemingly terminal illness. Using the waters from the 

well on the island now known as Andressey, Modwen cured 

him, and ‘while under Modwen’s care he resided on Andressey 

. . . [he] there received no inconsiderable share of his 

education at her hand’. Eventually the boy left, grew up – 

and became King Alfred the Great.


Modwen eventually did get to Rome, but always stopped 

off in Burton while passing to build another church. She 

obviously partook of the mystical Burton spring waters herself 

whenever she was popping by to carry a few bricks or do a 

bit of roofing, because she lived to see her 130th birthday. 

Modwen was duly canonized after her death, and buried on 

Andressey.


A century later, the splendidly named Wulfric Spot, a 

wealthy landowner with huge holdings across the country, 

and confidant of King Ethelred ‘the Unready’, decided to pay 

tribute to Modwen. Wulfric was the son of Lady Wulfruna, 

the founder of Wolverhampton, and great-great-grandson 

of Alfred the Great. Perhaps Wulfric realized that without 

Modwen’s ministrations, his bloodline (not to mention 

Wolverhampton) would never have existed.14 In 1004, he 

founded an Abbey at ‘Byrtune’,15 just across the river from 

Andressey, and had Modwen’s remains moved to a shrine 

there.


Burton Abbey was built to honour Modwen, so it was 

opposite Andressey. But the Trent was a major river, and the 

important crossing at Burton Bridge was built in a more 

convenient place, about half a mile downriver. The track 

between the abbey and the bridge soon became a busy street 

catering to the needs of travellers and pilgrims, and is now 

Burton High Street.


Like any abbey, Burton brewed its own beer. Hard evidence 

dates back to the early twelfth century, when records 

show that one of the abbey’s tenants at Wetmore was Frawin 

the brewer. By 1295, people were writing ditties about how 

‘The Abbot of Burton brewed good ale’.


Beer was an essential part of any monk’s diet. Burton 

Abbey’s records show that the daily allowance for each monk 

was ‘one gallon of strong ale often supplemented by one 

gallon of weak ale’. But the monks had to think about more 

than their own needs. Abbeys and monasteries had a duty to 

provide shelter and sustenance to travellers and pilgrims. 

Given that the bridge down the road was such an important 

crossing of such a difficult river, Burton Abbey would have 

had more than its fair share of thirsty guests. Although there 

is no documentary evidence, it’s likely that this is how the 

town first started to acquire its reputation for brewing.


It was a reputation that survived the Dissolution of the 

Monasteries in 1540. When we did this period in history at 

school, I was left with the impression that ‘dissolution’ meant 

Henry VIII personally turning up at each monastery in the 

land at the controls of a rudimentary wrecking ball, cackling 

and yelling, ‘That’s it, run, you tonsured bastards!’ while 

tossing half-eaten deep-fried chicken legs over his shoulder.


But it turns out that it didn’t happen that way. Britain 

had already invented the civil service by then, and the mockingly 

orderly auditing and division of monastic assets was a 

bureaucratic process that took five years to complete. As we 

all know, when you’re on official business you have to keep 

meticulous records so you can file your expense claims later. 

That’s how we know that in November 1545, two receivers 

from the Court of Augmentation – Richard Goodricke and 

John Scudamore – travelled up from London to sort out 

Burton Abbey. They stayed in town for four days, and duly 

submitted their bar tab on their return home. The solitary 

bottle of wine probably didn’t raise any eyebrows. But they 

must have had a bastard of a job explaining how they got 

through ‘forty-seven gallons of ale’.


By 1604 there were forty-six brewers in Burton (forty-five 

once Edward Wightman had been burned at the stake), 

serving a population of 1,500. These would in fact have been 

publicans brewing their own beer, the equivalent of modern 

brewpubs, but even by the standards of the time that was a 

high number. Transport links consisted of muddy, rutted 

roads along which beer would have been heavy and costly to 

move. And such a journey meant that even if you persevered, 

it was likely that the beer would have been rendered undrinkable 

when it arrived at its destination. If you were near the 

coast, of course, transport was a little easier. But Burton was 

isolated and landlocked. The Trent may have flowed to the 

coast at Hull, but its weirs and falls made navigation by boat 

impossible. Nevertheless, some beer made it. Burton ale was 

being sold in London, at the Dagger in Holborn and the 

Peacock Inn in Gray’s Inn Lane, as early as 1630. And when 

Samuel Pepys proclaimed his fondness for Hull ale, it’s likely 

that what he was drinking may have come by ship from Hull, 

but had actually been brewed in Burton.


Today, beers from distant lands are inevitably seen as 

premium to whatever is brewed locally, and are usually sold 

in bottles rather than on draught. The same was true back 

in the very earliest days of beer being transported further 

than the next valley. Burton ale was strong, reassuringly 

expensive, and targeted at the ‘fashionable market’. In 1707 

Farquhar’s The Beaux Stratagem, a play performed in London, 

begins with Boniface, a Lichfield innkeeper, welcoming a 

guest who requests some ‘much famed’ ale. Boniface boasts, 

‘I have in my cellar 10 tuns of the best ale in Staffordshire; 

’tis smooth as oil, sweet as milk, clear as amber, and strong 

as brandy.’


In 1709, a collection of songs was published, one featuring 

the following praise of Burton ale:





Give us noble Ale


Of the right Burton pale


And let it be sparkling and clear.





And writing in his magazine the Spectator, in May 1712, 

essayist Joseph Addison found that it was doing a good 

trade at Vauxhall Gardens: ‘We were now arrived at Spring 

Gardens, which is exquisitely pleasant at this time of the year. 

We concluded our walk with a glass of Burton ale and a slice 

of hung beef.’
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