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I liked the taste of beer, its live, white lather, its brassbright 

depths, the sudden world through the wet 

brown walls of the glass . . . the foam on the corners.





Dylan Thomas, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog





Beer! Beer!


We want more beer!


All the lads are cheerin’,


Get the blooming beers in.





Anon., traditional drinking song




 





Preface to the Second Edition


I’ve done some stupid things while under the influence, but I 

never thought drink would drive me to this.


In 1998 I was an advertising executive – working as a 

‘planner’ in a big London agency on a salary considerably higher 

than the national average, with good career prospects.


Now I spend my life touring breweries, drinking beer and 

making other people thirsty.


While I believe my new career contributes in some infinitesimal 

way to the sum of human happiness, rather than detracting 

from it like my old one did, the high salary – indeed the concept 

of a regular salary of any description – is a distant memory. But 

boy, was it worth it.


This book was the turning point.


In my old job, one of my responsibilities was to organize 

market research focus groups, where you get eight people in a 

room and ask them why they buy a particular brand of washing 

powder or margarine. Then you might show them roughs of 

potential new adverts to see if you might change their minds if 

you spent several million quid making them and sticking them 

in the ad break in the middle of Coronation Street.


I’d worked on some pretty interesting stuff by that point. I’d 

been in the studio with Chris Tarrant and Tony Blackburn for 

Capital Radio; I’d helped launch Blockbuster Video in the UK; 

and I’d done my time on the washing powder and margarine 

ads. In each case, the focus groups had been fascinating: snigger 

at the thought of middle-aged northern ladies talking about 

stubborn undergarment stains if you must, but it was fascinating 

and at times humbling for a twenty-something middle-class 

advertising wanker to hear first hand the tiny tragedies and 

triumphs that make up everyday life for people whose existence 

doesn’t revolve around the latest Soho bar.


But then I got to do the same for Heineken and Stella Artois, 

and something happened.


Twenty-one-year-old Stella drinkers would knuckle into the 

room with Liam Gallagher-modelled monkey swagger, all gelled 

hair, bleached denim and sportswear, and lean back with their 

legs splayed, defying the group moderator to impress or even 

engage them.


After ten minutes, they’d be leaning forward, talking passionately 

about why they drank the beer they did, how they swore 

they could taste the difference between Kronenbourg and 

Heineken, how the choice between Becks and Bud in a club said 

something important about the kind of person they were, how 

when they visited their parents they would buy a pint of real ale 

in the pub with dad, and bond with him over it, talk to him 

openly, share feelings, in a way they never could before they 

reached drinking age.


What was so special about beer?


I’d always been an enthusiastic beer drinker, but never 

considered myself an aficionado. I drank lager most of the time, 

switching to John Smith’s or Tetley’s Cask when I went back to 

Yorkshire, where I grew up.


Now, I wanted to know how beer had gained such a hold 

over the British male psyche. I knew it was tied up in the 

evolution of British drinking culture and the unique nature of 

the pub. So I decided to look for a book that would give me a 

social history of beer and pubs, that would tell me why we 

carried on drinking bitter a century after the rest of the world 

had switched to lager, why a pub was so different from a bar, 

why we had such stupid licensing hours, and why people felt 

their choice of lager brand said as much about them as what 

they did for a living, or what football team they supported.


When, after a year searching, I couldn’t find that book, I 

decided to write it myself. Beer slowly became an obsession and, 

gradually, my advertising career waned. Man Walks into a Pub 

was finally completed in June 2002, and published a year later.


Since then much has changed. The ownership structure of 

Britain’s pubs and brewers has altered beyond recognition, with 

huge implications for what we can drink and where. There’s 

been a global revolution in flavoursome, craft-brewed beers, and 

a wholesale revival in Britain’s own real ale, which is rapidly 

shedding its beard-and-sandals nerdy image.


At the same time, the British government and the British 

media have seemingly declared war against the beer drinker. 

Astonishing rises in beer duty, a smoking ban, ever-tightening 

regulations and red tape and rock-bottom booze prices in 

supermarkets are helping to close thousands of pubs every year, 

and I’m regularly invited on TV and radio shows to answer the 

question, ‘So Pete, is the English pub dead?’ Meanwhile, tabloid 

hacks (and broadsheet reporters who should know better) are 

trying to convince you that binge drinkers are burning our town 

centres to the ground, while the medical profession asserts that 

if you drink a second pint of Stella in one day, you are officially 

a ‘hazardous drinker’ with an ‘alcohol use disorder’.*


And for me personally, my knowledge of and relationship 

with the industry has changed. I’m now established in the old 

guard of a world I gently mocked (not so gently in the case of 

the Campaign for Real Ale) when I first wrote this book. But the 

beer industry draws you in, becomes a source of endless and 

multi-faceted fascination, and when that happens, your perspective 

changes.


I’m amazed that this book still sells reasonably well so long 

after it was published. But I started to feel increasingly guilty 

that anyone buying it at the end of the noughties was being 

shortchanged. That first edition was out of date. It contained 

some basic factual errors. And worst of all, some of the jokes 

were really, really shit. It’s time to remedy all this.


I wouldn’t write Man Walks into a Pub the same way if I 

started it today. But in this new edition I’ve decided to keep the 

naïve outsider tone it had, while correcting it, expanding it 

slightly, and bringing it up to date. If you’re reading it for the 

first time, I hope you find it informative and entertaining and I 

promise you it’s now all as accurate as it can be. If you’ve read 

it before and bought it again because of the fantastic new cover, 

I hope you find the footnotes less annoying this time around.





Cheers,


Pete Brown


London


2010




 


Introduction


‘You should have seen us

last night!’


On becoming bladdered 


(Names have been changed to protect the guilty)





Dave lives in Leeds and works as a lawyer. One Friday night, 

he squeezes into a fake Irish pub and fights his way through 

shouting, tightly packed bodies to buy a pint of strong 

Belgian lager. He could have chosen a pint of strong Dutch 

lager or a pint of strong French lager, but he thinks the 

strong Belgian lager is the best quality lager on offer, the 

most ‘genuine’ lager. Over the next ninety minutes he has 

three more pints of the genuine Belgian lager. Time slurs, 

and he’s in the Majestyk nightclub with his mates. The same 

Belgian lager is available here in bottles, but Dave ignores it 

now. He’s at the bar, ordering a round, and it doesn’t even 

cross his mind. Instead he opts for a watery American lager, 

because it’s what everyone else is drinking. Another four of 

them and, at some point – exactly when, he’s not too clear 

– he calls it a night.


He didn’t think this too large. Quite large, yes, but not 

exceptional.


The next thing he knows it’s Sunday lunchtime, and he’s 

sitting under fake oak beams and prints of fox hunting, 

nursing a pint of ‘real’ ale born and bred less than twenty 

miles from where he sits, sipping, looking to take the edge 

off his hangover.


Dave likes to keep his head clear through the week for 

work. He doesn’t drink again until the following Thursday, 

when he goes to Squares for a drink with some people from 

work. He has four pints of his Belgian lager, then ends up 

back at Majestyk where he has another three bottles of the 

American beer.







•







Matt lives in London. On Sunday, when Dave was nursing his 

hangover, Matt went to the gym and then the Green Man, 

a large theme pub full of students. He had three pints of 

Castlemaine XXXX then moved on to Beck’s, drinking two 

bottles. Unlike Dave, Matt drinks most days. On Monday he 

stayed in and cooked a meal and had a bottle of red wine. On 

Tuesday he had to go to Newcastle because of his job. That 

night he went out with a work colleague for a curry, which 

they washed down with a couple of pints of Carlsberg, before 

discovering a lively bar. They drank mainly Beck’s – probably 

about four – then retired to the hotel where they had a couple 

of pints of Caffrey’s each before turning in. Matt didn’t drink 

again until Friday evening, which he spent in his local. He had 

four pints of London Pride which, despite his behaviour 

through the week, he claims is his usual drink.







•







Matt and Dave are real people who kept diaries of their drinking 

for a normal week as part of a research project. You should 

try it. You might surprise yourself.







•







This is a book about why we drink beer: Matt, Dave, you, me 

and the rest of us. More than that, it is a book about how we 

drink beer and about why we drink the beer we do, the way 

we do. And it’s a book about why, throughout our entire 

history, the British love affair with beer has endured.


Seventy per cent of men and fifty-five per cent of women 

drink at least once a week. Seventy per cent of those men and 

thirty-seven per cent of women include beer in that, and in 

total we drink an average of eight litres of pure alcohol each 

every year, more if you strip out those people who don’t drink 

at all. This doesn’t make the British the biggest boozers in the 

world, but we do seem to go at it with a little more bravado 

than most other people.*







Thinking about drinking







Within British culture, beer and its spiritual home, the pub, 

occupy a much bigger space than even the huge amount we 

drink would suggest. The pub itself defines this country, 

remaining a focal point for our social lives even among nondrinkers, 

and if we’re not in there getting drunk we’re talking 

about the last time we did, or the next time we hope to. Look 

at it this way. Everybody knows how the Inuit supposedly have 

ninety or so words for snow; it forms such a large part of their 

lives that they have specific terms for all the different types 

and textures.* Taking this principle forward, a cursory analysis 

of the English language and its colloquialisms reveals the 

extent to which we enjoy getting:







addled


annihilated


arseholed


barrelled


beggared


bellied


bevvied


bladdered


blagged


blasted


blathered


blitzed


blootered


blotto


bollocksed


boohonged


caned


comatose


crapulent


croaked


cunted


dagged


damaged


dionysian


dipso


dizzy


drenched


drunk


ferschtinkenered


floored


fucked


fuddled


gattered


giffed


greased


guttered


guzzled


half seas over


half-cut


hammered


honking


hoonered


inebriated


intemperate


intoxicated


jagged


jiggered


jolly


kaylied


laced


lashed


leathered


liquored up


loopy


lush


mashed


maudlin


mellow


merry


mizzled


monstered


mortal


newted


numb


obliterated


paralytic


pasted


pickled


pie-eyed


pissed (as a fart, bastard, cunt, parrot, newt or twat)


plastered


pot-valiant


raddled


rat-arsed


reeling


riotous


roistered


rotten


sauced


scammered


schwallied


scoobied


scuttered


senseless


shattered


shedded


shit-faced


skunked


slammed


slashed


slaughtered


sloshed


smashed


soaked


sotted


soused


sozzled


squiffy


stewed


stoated


stocious


stupid


tangle-footed


tanked up


temulent


the worse for wear


tight


tipsy


tired and emotional


trashed


trolleyed


trousered


twatted


under the influence


wankered


wasted


wazzed


well-oiled


wrecked


zonked*







The point is not the number of different expressions; it’s 

why we need to make so many distinctions. Just as the Inuit 

do with snow, we identify subtly different types of drunkenness. 

Given that it’s a social phenomenon, many of these terms 

relate to who is drunk and in what context, rather than just 

how drunk they are and on what. Only women get squiffy, 

whereas you’re probably a big fella if you’re getting bladdered 

regularly. Everyone knows that being annihilated is more 

extreme than getting tiddly. You grow out of getting paralytic 

after your early twenties, apart from at Christmas, whereas 

you probably won’t get soused unless you reach a particularly 

embittered middle age. ‘Tired and emotional’ is a gentle 

euphemism which carries an undercurrent of Private Eye 

smugness, whereas ‘cunted’ and ‘wankered’ aggressively confront 

and challenge.


It has been argued (by my cynical mate Chris) that you 

could make this list of words as long as you wanted simply by 

taking any word at random and sticking an –ed suffix at the 

end of it. Thus you could claim that last night you got curtained, 

or you were absolutely tabled, or scruffed or railed, 

and you would get away with it; everyone would know exactly 

what you meant.* Well, I didn’t do that – every word in the 

list above is in common usage somewhere in the country – 

but there is an element of truth to Chris’s claim, and this 

makes a point in itself. Drinking is such an important part of 

our culture that it compels us to push our facility with 

language to new limits. After a serious night on the beer, 

existing words just aren’t adequate and we are driven to create 

new ones in order to express just how bad we were. We are 

cosmonauts of the comatose, on a lifelong mission to seek out 

and explore new limits of oblivion.







The world through a pint glass







So again, why do we do it? Obviously, we drink to excess 

because beer is a very nice drink and we greatly enjoy the 

experience of drinking it. This is the answer you’d probably 

get from a beer drinker such as Matt in the pub on a Friday 

night, but it would make for a short and ultimately unrewarding 

book. Even if there were lots of pictures.


And anyway, there is a little more to it than that. Why do 

so many of us prefer to get drunk on beer rather than anything 

else? And why do we drink beer for so many other reasons 

than just to become intoxicated? Why have we drunk beer 

throughout our entire history? Why do we drink the beers we 

do, in the places we do, at the times we do? And why do some 

habits, beers and places steadily change over time, while other 

basic drinking motivations and customs stay the same for 

centuries? Why does Britain have a pub culture that is unique 

in the world? Where did it come from? Why are we alone in 

thinking that it’s the ultimate sign of real manhood to be able 

to drink loads of pints, and turn up at work the morning after 

the night before with a sheepish grin and say something like, 

‘Ooh, you should have seen us last night’?*


You probably wouldn’t get a full set of answers to questions 

like these from the bloke in the pub on Friday unless he was 

already quite hammered, and then they would be lost in a 

torrent of opinion covering any and every subject. You could 

get some answers from sociologists and psychologists, but they 

would probably come with much dull theorizing and probably 

a bit of preaching. So in the late 1990s, not having anything 

better to do, I decided to try and find out for myself.† What 

started off as a search for answers about why we love getting 

beered up led me to discover the extraordinary history of beer 

and pubs in Britain. Sure, I learned why we like to get pissed, 

but that was only the start of it. Beyond that, I discovered an 

epic tale of desire, joy, hardship and ingenuity. What I’m going 

to do here is try to relate this incredible story in a way that 

has a bit more of a sense of humour than the sociologists can 

manage, and is a little more lucid and coherent than the bloke 

down the pub after a few pints – although I’ll probably retain 

some of his enthusiasm, most of his crap jokes, and a smidgen 

of his unshakeable belief that what he has to say is really, really 

interesting.


The story is an odd one, spanning five thousand years, 

several continents, and starring, at various points, people 

such as Isambard Kingdom Brunel, John Noakes, the Egyptian 

goddess Hathor, Louis Pasteur, David Lloyd George, a 

bear in a yellow nylon jacket and a pork pie hat also called 

George, the Canadian bloke who invented toasters, and some 

monks. It’s a social history of Britain itself, albeit an incomplete, 

warped and utterly subjective history. Come to think 

of it, maybe it’s not that different from the kind of story 

you’d get from the bloke down the pub after all.










 





Chapter One


‘My liver is full of luck’


The ancient history of beer drinking


A long and glorious tradition





So we’re in Sumeria, and it’s the dawn of time. The world is 

a playground, and death does not exist. Men and gods live 

together, free of worry. Gilgamesh, one of the first men, is 

enjoying life. Enkidu, on the other hand, is a savage man, 

raised in the mountains by wild animals. Curious, Gilgamesh 

sends a whore to find out what he’s like, and she ends up 

teaching him the ways of the world. She gives him bread to 

eat, because that’s what humans do, and beer to drink, 

because that’s what civilized people do:







‘Drink beer the custom of the land.’


Beer he drank – seven goblets.


His spirit was loosened.


He became hilarious.*


His heart was glad and his face shone.







The two subsequently meet, and after a bit of a ruck they 

become firm friends, getting up to all sorts of adventures, 

killing monsters and so on, as you do. Their exploits catch 

the eye of the goddess Ishtar, who decides she wouldn’t mind 

seeing what Gilgamesh has under his loincloth. Gilgamesh, 

however, turns her down.


Big mistake.


Ishtar doesn’t take rejection well – she is a goddess after 

all – and in a fit of pique sends the bull of heaven down to 

kill Enkidu and Gilgamesh. They defeat the bull and, just to 

rub it in, Enkidu rips off its hind leg and throws it in Ishtar’s 

face. Well, that does it. Within days Enkidu is dead.


This, the first human death in history, comes as something 

of a shock to Gilgamesh. Extremely upset, he seeks out the 

gods and asks them why they have done this, creating the 

precedent that men must die while gods live for ever. The 

gods, using that special divine logic gods always seem to 

have, explain that this is because men are men and gods are 

gods, and because gods are better than men and live for ever, 

men must ipso facto be mortal. It simply took Enkidu’s 

appalling behaviour to make this clear to everyone:







The life thou pursuest thou shalt not find.


When the gods created mankind,


Death for mankind they set aside,


Life in their own hands retaining.







This is obviously a bit of a bombshell for poor Gilgamesh. 

It takes the sheen off his position as the father of the human 

race. The gods, to give them credit, feel a bit bad about the 

whole business, and tell Gilgamesh to cheer up and party, 

because worse things can happen:







Thou Gilgamesh, let full be thy belly,


Make thou merry by day and by night.


On each day make thou a feast of rejoicing,


Day and night thou dance and play!







Gilgamesh does exactly that – with the help of beer, the 

gift of the gods. The rest – in its widest and truest sense – is 

history.







Let’s hear it for micro-organisms







I don’t know about you, but when I’m musing on things and 

trying to persuade myself that, overall, life isn’t actually that 

bad, when I’m thinking about all the great things in the 

world and counting my blessings, chief among them is the 

existence of families of microscopic, single-celled fungi. You 

know, Saccharomycetaceae and all that. I simply can’t imagine 

what life would be like without them.


The thing about these fungi (better known as yeasts) is 

that they are obsessed with sugar. I’d like to say it’s all they 

think about.* They float around in the air looking for warm, 

damp places with sugar in them. When they find such places 

they descend and have an orgy, eating sugar like it’s going 

out of fashion and reproducing by the million within the 

space of a few hours. It’s a good life. Oh, and when yeasts get 

to work, what goes in one end as sugar comes out of the 

other as carbon dioxide and alcohol. This is one cool fungus.


The sugars that drive these little fellas so wild occur 

naturally in plants, particularly in fruit. The skin of a fruit or 

grain is designed specifically to keep the greedy bastards out, 

because all that sugar is intended by the plants in question as 

food for the kids – the seeds which will hopefully fall to the 

ground before growing up into plants themselves. But, as the 

fruit becomes ripe and ready to fall it goes a bit mushy, the 

outer skin softens and, if the conditions are right, yeasts 

muscle in, turning sugar into alcohol and gas. That’s how it 

works. That’s what we now call fermentation.


Of course we didn’t know this until about a hundred and 

thirty years ago, although by the Middle Ages we had figured 

out that there was something in the air, referred to as 

‘godisgoode’, that caused the reaction. We had also worked 

out that we could keep back some of the mush from one 

brew and use it to ferment the next. But before this the 

transformation of grain and grape into beer and wine 

appeared nothing short of miraculous. And if it was a gift 

from the gods, it must have been given for a pretty good 

reason.


The Epic of Gilgamesh is the oldest known narrative poem 

in the world. It is just one variation on a theme common to 

the mythology of virtually every culture: humanity’s first, 

awful realization of knowledge. In Christianity, God placed 

knowledge in an apple, hanging tantalizingly just within 

reach, and told Adam not to touch it, no matter what. Eve 

couldn’t resist, and got us chucked out of the Garden of 

Eden. In Greek mythology, Pandora was charged with guarding 

a box full of really interesting secrets and told never to 

open it. When she succumbed to her curiosity, disease, 

famine, death and all other sorrows and miseries were 

unleashed from the box into the world, but she was left with 

one thing in the bottom of the box: hope. There is an African 

myth very similar to the Pandora legend, in which, remaining 

at the bottom of the empty casket, is not hope but a gourd 

of beer. The pattern is clear. In the oldest stories ever told, 

there came a point in our birth as a species where we realized 

we were mortal. Some of us simply had to deal with it, or 

pin our hopes on things looking up in the afterlife. But others 

were happier with their lot. Because they had beer.







Have brain, will mash it







The sinking of a few pints to drown your sorrows is as old as 

civilization itself, but where stories like that of Gilgamesh and 

the African Pandora stray from the truth is that we were 

larging it in one way or another long before beer came on 

the scene. Archaeological evidence shows that we have been 

getting high since we first started forming tribes of hunter-gatherers 

in the Upper Palaeolithic period, or the later Stone 

Age (about 38,000 to 45,000 years ago). It’s easy to imagine 

primitive bands spending every waking minute hunting for 

food, trying to keep the rain off and attempting to scare away 

sabre-toothed tigers, but the consensus among archaeologists 

and anthropologists now is that our ancestors probably only 

worked a five-hour day at most, and spent the rest of the day 

chilling out, enjoying far more leisure time than most of us 

do today.* Once Stone Age man clocked off, it seems he had 

enough time on his hands to invent language, crafts and art, 

not to mention indulging in a little mind alteration. Every 

human society, throughout history, has known and used one 

or more intoxicating substances. Whether they were taken 

sparingly or liberally, with religious associations or without, 

for as long as we’ve been carrying these big brains around we 

have been trying to alter the way they make us think and 

behave by taking drugs to change our mood, our perception 

or both. And we do this because, for most people, the truth 

of everyday life is an unbearable, harshly lit reality of pain, 

compromise, work, disappointment, taxes, Simon Cowell, 

and inexorable ageing. Richard Rudgley, opening his book 

The Alchemy of Culture: Intoxicants in Society, sums it up 

perfectly:







The universal human need for liberation from the restrictions 

of mundane existence is satisfied by experiencing 

altered states of consciousness. That we dream every night 

– whether we remember it or not – shows that we have a 

natural predisposition to these altered states, but people 

also pursue them in more active ways. Some follow the 

paths of prayer or meditation in their quest for spiritual 

insight, whilst others are transported to the higher planes 

by way of ecstasies induced by art, music, sexual passion 

or intoxicating substances.







Humans have always been an omnivorous race as well as 

an experimental one, and the first intoxicating substances we 

used were those that occur naturally in plants. We figured 

out pretty quickly which ones were food, which were poisonous, 

and which were somewhere in between. Berries and 

leaves have since been used for their energy-giving qualities, 

for a psychological lift, and – every now and again – for 

intoxication.


The first person ever to get pissed probably did so on a 

forerunner of wine, given the ease with which fruit can 

ferment. No one really knows when we first took control of 

fermentation and started making it happen deliberately, or 

where it began, but it is safe to assume that we stumbled 

across it by accident not long after we started walking 

upright, by inadvertently eating fermented berries and realizing 

that they took the edge off a bad day’s hunting and made 

us feel a little bolder down the watering hole.*


Fermentation also happens naturally with grain – it just 

requires conditions that do not occur as readily. Grain is a 

little more shrewdly designed than fruit. The outer coating is 

much tougher and the sugary food for the seed is stored as 

starch. It won’t ferment in the open because the process that 

softens the skin and turns the starch to sugar won’t happen 

while it’s still on the stem. But if grain is harvested and stored 

in pots, and the pots get left out allowing the contents to get 

damp, the grain can be fooled. It’s warm and wet and the 

seed thinks it’s in the ground, so the skin softens, the grain 

germinates and sprouts, the starch inside the kernel turns to 

fermentable sugar and the yeasts come gleefully charging in 

like microscopic Viking raiders. They plunder the seed pod 

and ferment the sugars, producing a husky mush that vaguely 

resembles beer. These ancient beers would often have other 

flavourings such as herbs added to them. They also contained 

grapes or honey, which added much more than flavour: both 

are rich sources of sugar, and are natural environments for 

Saccharomyces Cerevisiae, the dominant yeast strain in beer 

before modern science allowed us to mess around with it. Of 

course, the ancients didn’t know this – but they would have 

seen that fermentation carried out with grapes and/or honey 

worked much better.*


Again, this process was probably discovered accidentally, 

but it does require the grain to be gathered and stored. 

This means that for beer to become widespread, we had to 

settle down into fixed communities and begin storing grain 

in heavy clay pots, as opposed to merely picking leaves 

off interesting-looking bushes while we wandered across 

the plains. Archaeological evidence of booze dates back to the 

first stable communities, a mere four or five thousand years. 

So which came first: the desire to settle down and put a roof 

between ourselves and the sky, or the urge to brew beer? 

Many archaeologists have little doubt: it is now widely 

believed that one of the main reasons we founded stable 

communities in the first place was so we could get down to 

the business of brewing. If this is true, it would of course 

mean that beer is the root cause behind the emergence of 

civilization.†





	

Getting drunk and the meaning of life





Once alcohol was on the scene, it seems to have quickly 

displaced most other drugs in settled societies. In addition to 

its primary role of cheering us up because we are going to 

die, it was significant in a wider spiritual sense. The story of 

Gilgamesh was only the first of many examples of a connection 

between beer (or wine) and the gods. As we didn’t have 

a clue about yeasts and how alcohol occurred, the state of 

inebriation was regarded as a divine experience. The body 

feels possessed by spirits which bestow not only confidence 

and euphoria, but also inspiration. Such was the transformation 

produced by booze, so magical did it seem, that everyone 

naturally assumed it must be of divine origin. This idea 

occurs repeatedly across cultures that, as far as we know, had 

no contact with each other.


This spiritual dimension meant that in many societies the 

use of alcohol was tightly controlled. The Romans are famous 

for their enjoyment of wine, but it only flowed freely for 

those in power. In this great civilization, one of the two 

grounds on which a man could legally kill his wife was if she 

had been drinking (the other being adultery), and it was 

customary for men to give female relatives a kiss on the lips 

to check that they had not been tippling on the sly. The 

Aztecs in pre-Columbian Mexico were very harsh on anyone 

found drinking to excess when they shouldn’t have been, 

because drunkenness was a sacred state. You could be put to 

death for getting blagged socially, but at religious celebrations 

it was compulsory. If you didn’t get absolutely senseless the 

gods would be displeased, because drunkenness was, again, 

their gift to mankind and should therefore be honoured.







Beer Culture BC





The ancient Mesopotamians, Egyptians and Babylonians all 

left records describing how they took the happy accident of 

fermentation and made more of it. There was more rain then 

in the Middle East than there is now, and it is believed that 

it was here that cereals were first cultivated for food, from 

around 6000 BC. It’s not clear exactly when people started 

deliberately fermenting these cereals into beer, but they were 

writing about it at least as far back as 3000 BC. Stone tablets 

dating back to at least 1800 BC contain the Mesopotamian 

hymn to the Sumerian goddess Ninkasi. She was the queen 

of the abzu, fresh water springs that were regarded as holy by 

the Sumerians. Borne of ‘sparkling fresh water’, she was the 

goddess who could ‘satisfy the desire’ and ‘sate the heart’, 

because she turned that water into beer. The hymn on those 

tablets is actually an incredibly lyrical guide to brewing – the 

earliest known recipe for a beer in which ‘the waves rise, the 

waves fall’ during fermentation, and the finished brew pours 

like ‘the onrush of the Tigris and Euphrates’.* ‘Sweet aromatics’ 

and honey are added, again demonstrating how yeast was 

introduced to the brew.


The Babylonians also hired the first barmaids, a job which 

was taken far more seriously than it is now; the penalty for 

serving a short measure was death by drowning.


Translations from ancient stone tablets reveal one of the 

earliest drinking songs ever written, a song that should surely 

be revived and included in the repertoire of any self-respecting 

rugby team:







Sweet beer is in the Buninu barrel.


Cup-bearer, waiter-waitress, servants and brewer 


gather around.


When I have abundance of beer,


I feel great. I feel wonderful.


By the beer, I am happy.


My heart is full of joy, my liver is full of luck.


When I am full of gladness, my liver wears the dress
 

befitting a queen.







The Sumerians had one style of beer called Kash, which 

meant ‘sweet beer’. The fact that centuries later, the Egyptians 

paid workers in beer has inevitably given rise to the story 

that this is the origin of the English word ‘cash’. Sadly it isn’t, 

but that does nothing to undermine the incredible importance 

beer had in many ancient societies.


Why the confusion though? Well, while the Sumerians 

may have been the earliest drinkers, they were left standing 

at the bar by the really big drinkers of ancient times.’ If we 

believe the records they left behind, the ancient Egyptians 

remain matchless to this day as world-class boozers. Forty 

per cent of all grain harvested went into making beer. 

Drinking practices, beliefs and customs were meticulously 

recorded. Popular phrases and sayings from the time of the 

pharaohs such as, ‘The mouth of the perfectly happy man is 

filled with beer,’ and: ‘Do not cease to drink beer / To eat, to 

intoxicate thyself / To make love and celebrate the good days’ 

only start to hint at how seriously they took their drinking.


More food than drink, a thick, porridge-like substance 

that had to be drunk through straws made from reeds, beer 

was more important in ancient Egypt than it has ever been 

to anyone since; it was a cornerstone of the entire culture 

and society. It had its own hieroglyph – the symbol for food 

was a loaf of bread and a jug of beer – and records discovered 

in Tutankhamun’s tomb clearly show him and Nefertiti 

enjoying a few jars. Nefertiti’s temple actually had its own 

brewery, complete with wall frescoes depicting courtiers vomiting 

after getting bombed on the stuff it produced.


Beer had its own goddess, Hathor, who often appeared in 

the guise of a fearsome bull. According to legend, Ra the sun 

god was feeling a bit pissed off with humanity in general and 

had decided to wipe us out. Hathor was the bull for the job. 

But after Ra had sent her on her way, he relented. He flooded 

the plain where Hathor was due to arrive on earth with 

beer, dyed red to look like blood. Hathor drank the whole 

lot and fell into a stupor. When she awoke, she had forgotten 

all about her task and went back to heaven to nurse her 

hangover. Henceforth she was praised in hymns:







We soothe your majesty daily (with offerings of beer),


Your heart rejoices when you hear our song.


Our hearts exult at a glance of your majesty.


You are queen of the wreath


The queen of dance


The queen of drunkenness without end.







There was a whole array of types of beer, some of which 

were so influential they seem to have influenced language. 

One particular type brewed for everyday use was known as 

bouza.*


Apart from a jar to wind down after a hard day’s pyramid 

building, there were special beers drunk at feasts and 

offerings. Beer formed the basis of most medical remedies, 

treating ailments from scorpion stings to heart conditions. 

The Papyrus Ebers, the single greatest medical text of ancient 

times, gives 600 prescriptions for every known ailment of the 

time, and beer is an ingredient of 118 of them. They even 

had a beer which was used for enemas, an experience which 

we can only speculate upon in wonder. However, there were 

some Egyptian physicians who insisted beer was bad, and 

Egypt gives us the earliest known description of death by 

alcoholism, dating to around 2800 BC: ‘His earthly abode was 

torn and broke by beer. His ka escaped before it was called 

by God.’


As with all big drinkers, the Egyptians were quite dogmatic 

about how you should treat a hangover. Eublus, a writer 

living around 400 BC, wrote:







Wife, quick! Some cabbage boil, of virtuous healing,


That I may rid me of this seedy feeling.







In the second century ad Athenaeus still swore by the same 

cure:







Last evening you were beer-drinking deep,


So now your head aches. Go to sleep.


Take some boiled cabbage when you wake,


There’s end of your headache.*







You may laugh, but recent scientific research has established 

that cabbage contains chemicals that help neutralize acetaldehydes, 

an unpleasant by-product of the liver’s attempts to 

metabolize alcohol.


Beer also played an important part in Egyptian death 

rituals. It went into the tomb with the dead along with meat 

to provide sustenance for the long journey into the afterlife. 

For good measure, once the body had been mummified, the 

Liturgy of Opening the Mouth was performed: the body was 

unwrapped and beer was poured into the mouth just before 

it was sealed into the tomb.


The symbolism of beer was widely debated in Egypt. 

People dreamt about beer, and these dreams were taken to 

mean something. During the Nineteenth Dynasty (about 

1300 BC) an entire book was written on the dream language 

of beer, which included such pronouncements as:







When he dreams of sweet beer he will become happy.


When he dreams of bakery beer he will live.


When he dreams of cellar beer he will have security.







Beer was the celebrity endorsement of its day. If you had 

beer in your blurb, whether you were trying to sell ass’s milk 

or the latest deity, people listened.


Ancient beer would have been very sweet, and various 

herbs were added to it to take the edge off. A few years ago, 

the brewer Scottish & Newcastle (as they were then) collaborated 

with archaeologists on a project to rediscover the exact 

formula for a typical Egyptian beer with the intention of 

recreating it. With his customary panache and imagination, 

Mohamed Al Fayed launched the beer through Harrods as 

Tutankhamun Ale. Surprisingly, it doesn’t seem to have 

caught on.







•







Beer, then, is as old as civilization itself, and is intimately 

linked with the earliest great cultures in our history. And yet 

this probably comes as something of a surprise. That’s 

because beer culture suffered at the hands of people who 

were not keen on it and had its place in history marginalized 

retrospectively. On the one hand, the conquest of the Middle 

East by the teetotal Muslims put an end to Mesopotamian 

and Egyptian brewing culture. On the other, the Mediterranean 

has a climate ultimately more suitable for the cultivation 

of grapes than barley, and the Greeks and Romans had 

already made sure that wine was the preferred drink of the 

region. Wine has remained the ‘civilized’ drink ever since.


But throughout its history beer has proved a great survivor, 

taking advantage of circumstances and popping up in 

new places and forms as old ones are suppressed. Above a 

certain latitude, vineyards don’t grow too well, whereas grain 

is suited to a cooler climate. Also, the Med was a busy trading 

area, and good ideas spread quickly. The seagoing Phoenicians 

are thought to have introduced barley (the most common 

grain now used in brewing) to northern Europe, but 

the art of brewing was already well known to Nordic, Finnish 

and Celtic tribes. When their vast empire reached British 

shores, the wine-loving Romans would find that beer had 

beaten them here.*






 





Chapter Two


‘Pissing under the board as they sit’


Two thousand years of British boozing


‘You smell of goat’





You had to admit, as pubs go, this place was something 

special. The regulars were, to a man, the hardest guys who 

ever lived. They drank beer from huge, ornately carved horns 

which seemed never to empty, despite the fact that they 

partied morning, noon and night, without end. The gaffer 

had done something really quite special with the place too. 

At the centre stood a massive tree, so big that some said its 

roots supported the earth. And you just had to love this 

gimmick: tethered to the base of the tree was a goat. And 

God knows what they were feeding it, but when they milked 

it, the goat produced the finest beer you’d ever tasted. Sadly, 

it’s not there any more. Not because it’s been turned into an 

All Bar One or an O’Neill’s or anything like that. No, the 

thing is, the hall in Valhalla, the place where the dead spent 

eternity feasting with Odin, the father of the gods, just seems 

to have disappeared somewhere in history.


Northern European mythology is full of ale drinking. Not 

unreasonably, beer was pretty central to any representation 

of paradise. The Vikings went on about it more than most, 

but then again, as the above shows, that’s because they had 

the best story.


Beer was pretty important in the real world too. It was 

used to pay fines, tolls, rents and debts, as well as being the 

cornerstone of the northern European diet. The Vikings 

may have made the biggest song and dance about beer, but 

it was playing an important role centuries before they rose 

to prominence. The Romans found beer culture firmly 

entrenched when they came north. Pliny the Elder, the orator 

and writer, huffed:





The nations of the west have their own intoxicant from 

grain soaked in water; there are many ways of making it 

in Gaul and Spain, and under different names, though the 

principle is the same.





The Emperor Julian felt that this ‘wine made from barley’ 

was an insult to the god of wine and revelry himself, who 

clearly was altogether far too classy for these savages to 

appreciate, and wrote an ode of disgust to beer which just 

might have given the future authors of Viking legend a bit of 

defiant inspiration:







Who made you and from what?
 

By the true Bacchus I know you not.
 

He smells of nectar 


But you smell of goat.







The Romans brought wine with them from their sunnier 

homeland, and stuck doggedly with it, but in Britain they were swimming against the tide. As we’ll see in this chapter,

from then until now, beer has defined us as a nation.







Early British brewing





When they reached Britain, the Romans found brewing as 

established here as it was everywhere else in northern Europe. 

The difference was that the early Brits favoured mead and 

cider rather than beer.


Essentially, anything that has naturally occurring sugars 

can be fermented to produce an alcoholic drink of some kind. 

Britain was heavily forested at this time, and the population 

clearly saw no point clearing the trees to plant fields for grain 

when they could just as easily get leathered on stuff that grew 

without them having to go to all that effort. This only began 

to change when, not for the last time, the Germans taught us 

what proper drinking was all about. In the fifth century AD 

the Germanic Angles and Saxons began to colonize Britain, 

the Angles eventually giving England its name and identity as 

distinct from the Celts in Wales, Scotland and Ireland. They 

loved to drink ol or ealu, words which evolved into ‘ale’, and 

the country had its national drink. The hard, beer-drinking 

tribes of north Europe forced the wine-loving Romans to 

withdraw, and we never looked back.


While ‘ale’ was the most common name for our beloved 

beverage, ‘beer’ was also used by the Anglo-Saxons from 

about the sixth or seventh century. This word derives from 

the Latin biber, ‘a drink’, which in turn comes from bibere, 

‘to drink’. Beer was so vital, its very name was synonymous 

with drink in its broadest sense.


Brewing remained a simple process. Malt was made by 

boiling barley grain to get the fermentable sugars, then 

straining out the grain husks. Yeast was then allowed to do 

its job, and finally a variety of flavourings and preservatives 

such as rosemary and thyme might be added. This routine 

was followed in most households, an everyday activity just 

like baking, and it became the responsibility of the woman or 

‘ale-wife’. But there is more to the ale-wife than Dark Ages 

sexism. In almost all ancient societies, mythologies state that 

beer was a gift given specifically to women from a goddess 

(never a male god) and women remained bonded in complex 

religious relationships with feminine deities, who blessed 

their brewing vessels. Recently, anthropologists have reported 

the amusement of contemporary isolated tribal societies upon 

learning that the men who had come to their villages to tell 

them how great the modern world was actually claimed that 

beer was kind of a male thing. Within Western culture, the 

ale-wife was to remain the key figure in brewing until the 

sixteenth century, when the general trend towards male 

dominance in all aspects of society, driven in no small 

measure by the patriarchy of the Church, meant that beer 

was inevitably claimed from women and improved by men – 

in God’s name of course.





Several centuries of sousedness





The history of beer drinking gallops along at a fair crack 

through the Middle Ages, to the extent that we’re about to 

cover several centuries over the course of a few pages. That’s 

not to imply that beer was unimportant – on the contrary, it 

was absolutely central to life. The problem is, medieval

Britons were somewhat less forthcoming than, say, ancient

Egyptians. They didn’t document their relationship with beer

as meticulously, so we know much less about what they got

up to. This may be down to the fact that in this case, beer

was not accorded any spiritual status by the Church or state.

Or it may quite possibly be that they were simply too wazzed

to write about it.


Nothing was more embedded in British culture. Beer was 

an integral part of all diets, medical practitioners prescribed 

it, it was an essential aid to heavy, agrarian labour; and it was 

essential in any religious or civil celebration. Beer was not 

just an intoxicant, it was a valuable source of nourishment at 

a time when food supplies could be scarce and unreliable. 

Even when food was plentiful, for most people it was a 

monotonous and heavy diet of bread, vegetables, salt fish 

and, if you were lucky, a bit of cheese. Beer livened it up and 

made it all go down a little easier.


Beer was also a safe alternative to drinking water. As concentrated 

population centres grew up, water purity became a 

real problem, and diseases like cholera and typhoid were widespread. 

Compared to water, beer was relatively safe because it 

had been boiled during its production and contained vitamin 

B, which helps stave off disease, as well as calcium and magnesium. 

Having said that, there was beer and there was beer. 

When the first, strong brew was made, the grain would be 

recycled and mashed again to produce a weaker beer known 

as small beer or table beer, which was lower in alcohol and 

more common for everyday use rather than festivities. For 

centuries small beer would be drunk by women and children 

and was served with any meal including breakfast.


All this is interesting enough, but there is no getting away 

from the simple truth that, even back then, we loved getting 

trousered. We always have. If the British have a reputation 

for drunkenness now, it is only a continuation of our historical 

infamy throughout Europe. The modern-day nasty, 

drunken minority of travelling football ‘fans’ who supposedly 

spoil it for the nice, peaceful majority are merely carrying on 

a centuries-old tradition. As early as the eighth century, 

St Boniface, a missionary who was born in Devon but spent 

most of his life travelling the Continent, wrote to Cuthbert, 

Archbishop of Canterbury:





In your dioceses the vice of drunkenness is too frequent. 

This is an evil peculiar to pagans and to our race. Neither 

the Franks nor the Gauls nor the Lombards nor the 

Romans nor the Greeks commit it.





In the twelfth century the historian William of Malmesbury, 

in his History of the Kings of England, wrote that at the 

time of the Norman Conquest:





Drinking in particular was a universal practice, in which 

occupation they passed entire nights as well as days . . . 

They were accustomed to eat till they became surfeited, 

and drink till they were sick.





According to Malmesbury, this proved our downfall. 

Remember how in 1066 England was being attacked by the 

Vikings as well as the Normans? Harold pulled off a victory 

against the Viking Harald Hardraade at York. We all know 

how hard the Vikings were, so this was a victory worthy of 

riotous celebration. Hung-over, the army then had to march 

back down south to meet the Normans near Hastings. We all 

know what happened there. Malmesbury reckons the battle

was lost by the English partly because they turned up on the

field completely arseholed, which led them to engage the

Norman army ‘more with rashness and precipitate fury than

with military skill’.*


A hundred years after the battle, another travelling intellectual 

expat, John of Salisbury, wrote in a letter to a friend 

that, ‘The constant habit of drinking has made the English 

famous among all foreign nations.’


One problem was that there was no way to measure the 

alcoholic strength of beer, as there is now. Small beer was 

produced by re-fermenting the stuff so you could be certain 

it would be weaker, but things were much less certain with 

the first brew. And yet the British somehow seemed to brew 

theirs stronger than anyone else. In 1598, Paul Hentzner, a 

visitor to Britain, commented with fear and admiration, ‘Beer 

is the general drink and excellently well tasted, but strong 

and what soon fuddles’. Another ‘problem’ was that many 

drinking vessels, such as horns and bowls, couldn’t be put 

down without their contents spilling everywhere. The only 

solution was to down them in one. By the end of the twelfth 

century, drinking was done in bouts. In 1236 Archbishop 

Edmund complained of, ‘the ill practice by which all that 

drink together are obliged to equal draughts, and he carries 

away the credit who hath made most drunk and taken off 

the largest cups’.


The Magna Carta instituted standard measures for ale 

and wine, and Church and State called for moderation in

drinking; the populace were too drunk to notice. Society

revolved around popular celebrations known as ‘ales’: bride-ales,

church-ales, midsummer-ales and lamb-ales were gatherings

where plenty of alcohol was drunk, and they frequently

degenerated into mayhem. Bride-ales, or bridals, were particularly

famous. The word ‘bride’ can even be traced back

to the same root word as ‘brew’. The bride’s mother would

brew a batch of ale for the wedding, a reception would be

held on the village green and the beer would be sold. Passing

travellers would buy it at a standard rate, but wedding

guests paid a ludicrous amount, thereby helping to provide

the bride’s family with the dowry. Scenes of utter drunken

carnage were common across medieval England, and although

laws were passed to curtail such celebrations they

had little effect.


Another popular custom was the wonderfully named 

‘groaning-ale’. When it was known that a woman was pregnant, 

the local ale-wife would brew a batch of particularly 

strong ale, timed to mature for the time of groaning, or 

childbirth. When labour began the beer would be cracked 

open, midwife and labouring mother drinking heartily to 

help them through the ordeal. Records even tell of the newborn 

baby being washed with the beer.* Beer was the stuff of 

life itself, and British citizens were baptized in it. Clearly, 

something so fundamental to our lives could not be left in 

the hands of women.





Habits and hops





Following the decline of the Roman Empire, the Catholic 

Church gradually became the dominant power across Europe. 

Via the monasteries, the Church came to dominate brewing 

in much the same way as it did many other aspects of life. 

Initially it may seem odd to think of the Church being so 

enthusiastic about beer, but alcohol and religion have been 

intimately connected throughout history. This relationship 

reveals a lot about how booze became the one drug it’s legally 

OK to get scunnered on in Western society.


Booze has never had any shortage of people eager to condemn 

it, but on the whole it has been regarded throughout 

most of its history as a good thing. Partly this is because 

there is more to alcoholic drinks than just getting drunk, but 

even as an intoxicant, alcohol escaped censure for a long 

time in European, Christian society. Drugs which persuaded 

people that they had a one-on-one relationship with God, or 

any other deity for that matter, posed a direct threat to the 

Church, which relied on centralized, patriarchal power 

where the word of God came through the priest, and ultimately 

the Pope. But the Church didn’t have to worry when 

it came to booze. Alcohol may alter the conscious state, but 

not to the same degree as other intoxicants. Even if we 

entertain the idea that it heightens perception and brain 

activity, alcohol doesn’t provide the gateway to new worlds 

that other drugs can. The overall depressant effects of alcohol 

suited the Church just fine. Overindulgence in booze 

doesn’t impart understanding; it takes it away. As Brian 

Inglis puts it in his history of drugs, The Forbidden Game, it ‘takes away the cares of one world without granting entrance

to another’.


But the main reason the Church was happy with booze 

was of course that wine is pretty central to the Bible. In the 

Old Testament it is usually coupled with bread as being 

God’s gift to man, and is prescribed as a treatment for disease. 

In the New Testament Christ’s first miracle is to turn 

water into wine, and damn fine wine at that, the best of 

the feast at the wedding in Canaa.* Christ later tells the 

story of the Good Samaritan who treated the wounds of 

the man he found injured with oil and wine. At the Last 

Supper, Jesus blesses wine as his holy blood, and promises 

his disciples that they will all drink wine together again in 

heaven.† Paul advises Timothy to ‘drink no longer water, 

but use a little wine for thy stomach’s sake and thine own 

infirmities’. And so on. These are just some of the hundreds 

of references to wine in the Bible. We can all be subjective 

in our interpretations of Scripture, but it requires a 

highly developed faculty for selective blindness to dispute 

the fact that in Biblical times wine was very highly valued.‡ 

It has even been suggested that this was a decisive factor in 

the Prophet Mohammad’s decision to ban alcohol among 

his followers – in order to distance them from the Christians.


Many Christians of course have had a problem with drink; 

we’ll see when we get to the temperance story that the 

movement against drink was driven by organized Christianity. 

That’s because, despite the intertwined history of drink 

and Christianity, there’s that hoary religious chestnut of 

human free will, which leads us always to want too much of 

a good thing and to overindulge. Even in societies where 

drink was held in the highest regard, the state of drunkenness 

was usually condemned as a sin. But if drunkenness was a 

sin, wine could be held no more responsible for it than meat 

was responsible for the sin of gluttony. Writing in defence of 

wine in the second century AD, Clement of Alexandria said, 

‘It is not what entereth in that defileth a man, but that which 

goes out of his mouth.’ Two centuries later, John Chrysostom, 

a Greek saint, attacked those who claimed wine itself 

was evil, saying:





When they see any person disgracing themselves from 

drunkenness, instead of reproving such, blame the fruit 

given them by God, and say, ‘Let there be no wine’. We 

should say then in answer to such, ‘Let there be no 

drunkenness; for wine is the work of God, but drunkenness 

is the work of the Devil.’





Arguments like these allowed the Church to continue to 

reconcile itself to drink.* Of course, what the Churchmen 

were really into was wine, and here we’re talking about beer.

But what is important is that, once wine had won the

argument, no one could really object to beer. Beer used to be

a lot stronger than it is now, but it was still nowhere near as

alcoholic as wine. If wine was an acceptable intoxicant, then

beer could hardly be resisted on the grounds that it got you

scoobied. Wine was what the arguments were over because it

was biblically symbolic, as well as being the drink most

prevalent in southern Europe and around the Mediterranean

– most notably in Italy, where the power of the Church was

based. But it won the argument on behalf of all non-distilled

alcoholic drinks. In Northern Europe, where we had to

concentrate on fermenting grain rather than grape, this

helped beer prosper.


So it should come as no surprise that the monasteries felt 

that they should be the ones to control brewing. Originally 

they began brewing beer as part of a wider pattern of self-sufficiency 

pioneered by St Benedict. Everything Benedictines 

needed to survive was to be produced inside the monastery 

walls so that the monks would not have to venture out and 

face the wicked temptations of the world. So beer simply had 

to be a fundamental part of the monastic experience.* During 

Lent, many monks survived on beer alone, and they managed 

to pack away a fair amount all year round. And although it 

was a staple of healthy living, beer’s intoxicating properties 

were not unappreciated. Records from Burton Abbey, 

founded by one Wulfric Spot, Earl of Mercia, in 1004, show that the

regular daily allowance for its monks consisted of ‘one gallon

of strong ale often supplemented by one gallon of weak ale’.


The monastic brewing tradition only survives today in 

Belgium’s Trappist beers, but at one time extended throughout 

Britain. As a schoolboy I visited Fountain’s Abbey in 

North Yorkshire where, if I hadn’t spent the whole time 

engrossed in a game of Top Trumps with David Firth and 

Steven Hargate, I would have been fascinated to learn that in 

its heyday the abbey produced a quarter of a million pints of 

beer every year.*


Monasteries were often large communities. As well as the 

monks, there were all the people who looked after them and 

ran the place – the artisans and their families, not to mention 

the regular stream of pilgrims seeking shelter on their way to 

and from holy sites across the country – so brewing had to 

take place on a large scale. Being scholarly types, monks 

developed a scientific approach to brewing. In the eighth and 

ninth centuries, Bavarian monks discovered that the hop 

plant, a hardy perennial and a member of the same family as 

both cannabis and the nettle, contained oils and resins that 

were very effective in both flavouring and preserving ale. 

Hops had been used in Egyptian brewing as one of many 

flavourings, but the art remained lost until the monks rediscovered 

it. Until this point various herbs and other plants 

such as bog myrtle, rosemary and yarrow had been used 

to season ale, but the taste imparted by hops is quite distinct.

Hops give beer as we know it today its bitter bite and

wonderful aroma. By perfecting and popularizing the use of

hops, the monks created the basic recipe for beer that has

remained largely unchanged ever since: barley, yeast, water

and hops.


But more than its flavour, the hop’s preservative properties 

proved crucial. The process of brewing was still poorly 

understood, and people were unaware of the nature of yeast 

and the role it played. In many countries brewing was 

impossible during summer months because high temperatures 

spoiled the yeast, or competing strains of wild, airborne 

yeasts would interfere, and the brew would be ruined. This 

meant that beers brewed in spring often had to last through 

the summer, and hops greatly improved the chances of this. 

Before hops, the only way of making beer robust and long-lasting 

was to give it a high alcohol content. Hops permitted 

beers to be brewed less strong, introducing a new, more 

subtle taste to the drinker of strong, excessively sweet ale. 

Until the fifteenth century the words ‘beer’ and ‘ale’ had been 

used interchangeably, but hops created an important distinction 

between the two.


Britain resisted the lure of hops a little longer than the 

rest of Europe. They were finally brought here by Flemish 

traders who landed in Kent and Sussex and couldn’t 

stomach the taste of heavy English ale. A long battle ensued 

between the advocates of the two drinks: the new-fangled 

hoppy beer and the old-fashioned strong sweet ale. On the 

Continent, this war had been going on for hundreds of 

years. In twelfth-century Bohemia, now part of the Czech 

Republic, King Wenceslas of Christmas-carol fame was a 

keen patron of brewing. The man so famed for his Yuletide

generosity made it a crime punishable by death to export his

prized hops anywhere else. Today Czech hops such as the

Saaz variety are prized above all others, and are used in

many of the best-tasting lagers such as Pilsner Urquell and

Budvar. In the opposite corner you had traditional Brits,

with Henry VIII instructing his court brewer never to use

hops, and towns like Shrewsbury and Norwich banning the

‘wicked and pernicious weed’ outright. Andrew Boorde,

writing in 1542, blamed hops for pretty much everything he

could think of:





Beer is made of malte and hopes and water; it is the 

natural drinke for a Dutch man, and nowe of late dayes it 

is much used in England to the detriment of many 

Englisshe people; specially it killeth them the which be 

troubled with the colic and the stone and the strangulation, 

for the drink is a cold drinke, yet it doth make a 

man fat, and doth inflate the belly, as it doth appeare by 

the Dutch-men’s faces and belyes.





But the taste for bitterness spread, helped by the fact that 

hopped beer lasted longer. By the 1520s hops were being 

grown in Kent, and have been with us ever since. As the 

debate subsided, so did the distinction between beer and ale, 

and the two words became interchangeable once more. But 

there were still those grumbling about hops by the end of the 

sixteenth century, as this quote, which also reveals the long 

history of one of our favourite insults, illustrates:





Ale made of barley malt and good water doth make a 

man strong, but nowadies few brewers doth brew it as 

they ought, for they add slimy and heavy baggage unto it

thinking thereby to please tosse pots and to increase the

vigour of it.





Henry VIII’s antipathy towards hops might have had 

something to do with his famous dislike of the monastic 

tradition, or it might just have been his equally famous sweet 

tooth. Whatever, his dissolution of the monasteries in 1536 

had a significant impact on the development of British 

drinking patterns. He couldn’t stop the eventual triumph of 

hops, but he did deal a body blow to the consumption of 

wine. Not satisfied with beer, monasteries also cultivated 

vineyards to produce the copious amounts of wine they 

consumed. Much of this was needed for the sacraments, with 

services involving communion occurring daily, but, like beer, 

the surplus was sold outside the monastery walls, where there 

was a small but lucrative market for it.


Ever since the Norman Conquest wine has been the 

preferred tipple of the French-influenced British upper class 

– just one of a set of class preferences that have survived to 

this day. Where there is a French alternative and a Saxon 

one, the French is superior. So while most people have a 

good laugh over a meal, the bourgeoisie enjoy bonhomie 

over their cuisine. But when Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries 

he effectively wiped out the English wine industry 

and cast the vast majority of the nation firmly as beer 

drinkers. Despite fashionable dalliances with various wines 

and spirits we have remained so ever since.





A trip north of the border





They do things differently in Scotland, always have, and beer 

is no exception. The origins of Scottish beer are tied up with 

arguably the most celebrated concoction in the history of 

beer, the lost heather ale of the Picts. The Picts were small, 

aggressive and heavily tattooed (‘pict’ and ‘picture’ are possibly 

derived from the same Latin root). They were also so 

hard that even the Roman legions couldn’t conquer them.


It’s sometimes claimed that Pictish heather ale was the 

first beer brewed in the British Isles. No one knows for sure 

because by the eleventh century, the Picts were more or less 

extinct. But as befits a people like the Picts, the legend is that 

this was an extraordinary brew. Heather was used for fermentation, 

but heather also harbours a naturally occurring white, 

mossy powder, known as fogg. Fogg has narcotic, even hallucinogenic 

properties, and it’s reputed that the beer didn’t just 

get you bevvied – it also made you trip.


The Irish claim it was the Vikings rather than the Picts 

who were the masters of heather ale. But whether it was 

Pictish or Viking, the legend behind the loss of the fabled 

recipe is always the same. The secret of brewing the beer was 

known only to the chieftains, and as they were hounded out 

of what is now Scotland (or Ireland) there came a point 

when only a father and son survived. They were threatened 

with torture and death if they did not reveal the recipe, and 

the father claimed he would reveal it only if his son were 

killed first, as he feared the son would murder him if he gave 

away their secret. The son was executed, and the father then 

revealed that they had fallen into his trap: the father had in 

fact feared his son would crack and reveal the recipe (or in

some versions the father feared the son’s torture would make

him do the same). But now, with the son out of the way,

there is nothing that will make the father reveal the recipe,

and he takes it with him to his own grave.


Some brewing of heather ale survived in remote areas, 

and commercial production resumed in the mid 1990s, albeit 

without the hallucinogenic ingredients. Modern versions 

follow strict guidelines about the type of heather used, and 

about how it must be cleaned of any other substance before 

fermentation. I suppose it’s just as well.*





The spirit of empire





By the fifteenth century water was regarded as a sign of 

poverty in Britain, and was drunk only as an act of penance. 

Somewhat later, even the Puritans depended on beer; to go 

without it was unthinkable. In 1620, the Pilgrim Fathers 

chose their landing spot in North America on the basis that 

they couldn’t stay at sea much longer. The journal of the 

Mayflower reads, ‘We could not now take time for further 

search or consideration; our victuals being much spent, 

especially our beere.’
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