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BOAG ESK


There are three reasons why James Boag is named James Boag, and each of those reasons is named James Boag.


There was once a peculiar snobbery about Launceston among Hobartians and who could blame them, really, as every culture requires its own common object of contempt. Though it was settled only two years after Hobart, in 1806, Launceston didn’t have a brewing company of note until 40 years later. Those northern Tasmanian knuckle draggers were dragging their tails when it came to lagers and ales!
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JOHN BOSTON:


FROM REVOLTING TO REFRESHING


It’s not entirely clear whether John Boston was a man of many talents or a serial impostor, but it is known he was engaged in many stout exploits: some wildly successful, others heroic failures. He was in his tenure on earth a radical, salt producer, part-time pharmacist, amateur ship’s surgeon (surgeon: these days you’d need at least a Cert IV!), failed fisherman (many of us can relate to that one) and aspiring shipping magnate.


However, he satisfied two criteria that made him the proto-Aussie extraordinaire. First tick: as a young bloke in Birmingham, England he dabbled on the fringes of the thriving Republican movement, which means he was opposed to royalty. At the time, opposing royalty was like paddling up shit creek using a tennis racquet for an oar. Second tick: in 1794 he bullshitted a bunch of Poms in order to get himself and his family on board the Surprize (no sic; that’s the way it was spelt), which was on its way to Sydney, and escape the Old Dart.


The ship was carrying, among other convicts, the Scottish Martyrs, four political prisoners whose crime was sedition – talking of political reform at a time when the abominable French were in the midst of a revolution no self-respecting English peer would condone if he wanted to retain his head. Somehow despite official suspicions, Boston managed to distance himself from this disreputable element (using the aforementioned bullshit) while on board even when they almost managed to stage a mutiny.


What did Boston tell the Colonial Office in order to escape the Old Dart? That he was an apothecary and a surgeon, of course. Obviously certification wasn’t the money spinner it is today, and no one actually offered him those qualifications or asked to see them. It can be guessed that no one blamed him for the inevitable deaths in transit either. The Colonial Office, which was always on the lookout for useful, capable new colonials, sold him to Governor Hunter in Sydney as such.
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In 1796, Boston consulted an encyclopaedia (an early version of the Internet but much harder to sell door to door) and succeeded in making a beer out of corn bittered with Cape gooseberries (or love apples). About the same time, James Squire was first brewing his malt-based beer. Boston’s brew was successful at first, and he erected a building for the purpose of making the beer alongside manufacturing soap – an early example of what these days would be called diversification. A bit like guns and butter.


Despite the support he had received, in 1797 Governor Hunter decided Boston was not the useful and reputable new colonial he was made out to be, but Boston was nothing if not resourceful and was able to overcome the disapproval. Never mind the judgements of pompous Pommy overlords; in the Aussie consciousness nothing is more heroic than being an OG of grog!


Boston’s entire life seemed to be all about big wins and glorious failures. He caught fish and he produced salt from sea water, but not at a speed the guv would have liked. Several attempts at owning cargo ships ended in disaster. In 1801 he set sail with his family from Sydney in his El Plumier, but the ship was delayed and then damaged on a reef. Finally, they reached Manila. Irrepressible as yeast, he somehow made a distillery rise up from the ground he stood on and ran it until he left and returned to Sydney in 1804.


That same year Boston set off on a voyage to America, but at Nuku‘alofa in Tonga he and seven men rowed ashore and were killed when they landed on the beach. There’s no direct evidence Boston was eaten, but circumstantial proof suggests this might have been the case. Since they were obviously after the John Boston flavour, it’s a shame he didn’t have a few of his founding froffies to offer as a possible alternative.


There’s no direct evidence Boston was eaten, but circumstantial proof suggests this might have been the case.


Anyway, the Boston brand lives on thanks to Pinnacle Drinks (owned by Woolworths), which has retained the colonial feel for their John Boston range and utilise in their advertising the long-form great Aussie yarn to tell the story of a fraud, phoney and failure who was, therefore, your classic, hard-working Aussie disgrace loved by anyone who’s not a bad sport.


Yes, it has more than a passing resemblance to the James Squire brand, but then Squire, being somewhat a practitioner of the ambush himself, might have admired the way Boston continues to pinch his patrons to this day.


The actual content of Boston’s story, if not the style, is different. John Boston marketing is all around a humorously macabre ‘John Boston: tasted great, still does’ shtick, and it seems to work. Note to John Boston: you can nick that tag line if you like – it would only be fitting, after all!
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JAMES SQUIRE:


LIGHT FINGERS, HEAVY IMPACT


James Squire the brand concentrates on the misdemeanours and misfortunes of James Squire the man. Squire was a First Fleeter, and unlike many of those stumbling, clueless convicts he put himself to work creating a clientele from the moment he stepped off the convict ship in Sydney Cove. He first started brewing in 1790, and by 1798 he founded his first commercial brewery.


Squire was almost single-handedly responsible for making beer consumption a part of our DNA, and it quickly became a perfect accompaniment to watching sport (back then it was mainly pugilism and, later, cricket) – and playing it, for many of the participants. A hundred years later boxing champ Young Griffo was taking to the ring sozzled, and it did him no harm at all as he boxed the ears off America’s greatest to become a world champion. What a marketing coup it would have been for his preferred brew in the 1890s if branding was the science it is today: scull a yard and skull a Yank!


Squire’s malt-based beer, which he sold at 4d a quart (about 2 litres), was popular with his overlords in the colonies and that was never a bad thing, especially if you wanted a trouble-free life. Two of New South Wales’s lieutenant governors loved the stuff. Squire’s name has been appropriated to the modern brand One Fifty Lashes, and the detailed description in its advertising tells of the time he was caught in 1789 nicking something described as ‘medicines’.
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This happened a year before he began to brew, and as industrial chemists hadn’t then been invented and his operating budget was basically zero (that is, he was broke) Squire, who’d discovered that certain medicinal herbs (pepper and horehound) resembled hops, devised a cunning business plan that involved pinching a bunch of the stuff. As a business plan it wasn’t really all that cunning, though, and he was sentenced to 300 lashes: ‘One hundred and fifty now and the remainder when able to bear it,’ the order stated.


Squire was a convict worthy of the name. His first conviction, for highway robbery, led to two years in the army in North America. He was next caught stealing five hens and four cocks, for which he was transported to Australia for seven years.




He was next caught stealing five hens and four cocks, for which he was transported to Australia for seven years.




Among other successful ventures, the irrepressible Squire ran a grand pub called the Malting Shovel on land that was granted to him after his punishments had ended. His establishment, at Kissing Point on the Parramatta River at modern-day Putney, was, they say, frequented by smugglers and highwaymen. It wasn’t the sort of establishment you’d stroll into, John L. Sullivan style, with the intent of taking on any man in the house. Some things never change.


Working on the principle that there’s a sucker born every minute, Squire cheaply bought up the land grants of other convicts, who probably just wanted to spend all their pelf grogging on at his pub, and wound up with about 118 hectares. He didn’t rest on his laurels and ended up growing the first-known hops in Australia, for which he should have at least a giant statue of precious metals erected in every state in Australia. No less a personage than Governor King, overcome with gratitude and obviously a man of generous disposition, ordered that Squire be presented a cow – just one, mind you – from the government herd. By 1806 there was a brewery attached to Squire’s little tavern.
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Today the legend has survived as a clever brand that, like its eponymous founder, puts Aussie resourcefulness into practice by turning negatives into advantages. Hence the range boasts titles such as Hop Thief, Broken Shackles and The Swindler. The range of beers, incidentally, is varied and tasty.
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INTRODUCTION


Coldy. Cold one. Quiet one. Brewski. Liquid gold. Amber nectar. Frothy.


It says something about the popularity of beer down under that Aussies have so many fondly used slang terms for the beverage consumed from tinnies, schooeys, stubbies, middies, pots, pints, half-pints, longnecks, throw-downs . . .


It’s often said Australia is a nation of beer drinkers. That was undoubtedly true 50 years ago, yet consumption figures suggest we haven’t been among the world’s biggest beer-drinking nations for decades. It’s probably more accurate to say we are a nation of beer lovers – lovers, that is, of Australian beer culture in its many forms. That can include catching up with mates after work over an ale in a pub; a chilled-out Sunday arvo spent in a beer garden; knocking the top off a home brew; sampling an exotically named craft beer for the first time; starting a beer can collection; or whatever.


That’s what we’ve packaged up here: the colourful history of our most famous beer brands, the most memorable advertising with the catchiest jingles, pubs with a tale to tell and brand names that came and went and by popular demand returned.


Aussies have a unique relationship with beer relative to other countries; for many, it is central to the Australian way of life. For instance, the brands that were drunk traditionally determined which part of the country we hailed from – Tooheys in New South Wales, Cascade or James Boag in Tasmania, Fourex in Queensland and Victoria and Melbourne Bitter for those in, well, we think you can guess.
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Beer Mania tells the story about beer in this country, from the early pioneer brewers to the beer barons of the 1980s. It’s by no means a definitive history, more a grab bag of explanatory anecdotes. The book is designed to transport readers back to a time of KB, DA, LA, ring-pull cans and twist tops, of when life revolved around the best cold beers and of familiar slogans and famous frontmen such as Paul Hogan, who suggested that Foster’s Lager ‘tastes like an angel crying on your tongue’. If this book has readers thinking to themselves ‘I remember that!’, then it will have done its job.


If you’ve ever felt like a Tooheys or two or had a hard-earned thirst, drink up the nostalgic tales of Australian beer brands and culture over the following pages. This one’s made for you.
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FIRST SIP


The good old Aussie hero: we’ve never been the sort of mob to let champion status get in the way of being a bit of a disgrace. Certain people we’ve respected such as Ned Kelly, Fred Spofforth, Dawn Fraser, Bob Hawke, Keith Miller, Sam Kekovich, Ted Whitten, Rod Marsh, Tommy Raudonikis, Merv Hughes and many more in our revered rogue’s gallery have been more than mere legends: they’ve been characters.


It’s time to add a couple of giants of the grog game to that esteemed list. James Squire and John Boston might have loaned their names to craft beers that hipsters are into, but it’s time to bung these blokes on their own pedestals in the shrine of scoundrels-cum-seers.


Today, the James Squire and John Boston brands both employ ad campaigns that are intuitively counter-intuitive and unobviously obvious. In a generation of kids who have attention spans fast approaching those of gnats – according to recent studies – anything long form is under threat, yet they feature great Aussie yarn–style advertising. The sun-stressed, sepia, faded yellow colonial aesthetic in their imagery cleverly taps into the new politically correct patriotism by seeming to take the mickey out of the old patriotically correct patriotism, but it works, for the time-being, and it celebrates two of brewing’s OGs!
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