THE PUB
Vocabulary:

pub, public house

local

inn

tavern

alehouse

boozer (slang)

The ‘pub’, an abbreviation for ‘public house’ is a quintessential element of the English identity.  If you don’t have a pub nearby (known as your ‘local’) then there is no life in your village.  ‘When you have lost your inns, drown your empty selves, for you will have lost the last of England.’ (Hilaire Belloc, 1912).

The pub is a uniquely British institution: it is a place to drink beer, cider, spirits and wine and meet with other people to chat.  The some fifty thousand pubs in the British Isles (including the Irish Republic) are often the centre of community life and contribute greatly to social cohesion, to a much greater extent than bars in mainland Europe or North America.
We have the Romans to thank for the pub.  The Roman invasion brought the idea of shops by the roadside that sold wine.  These taberna were adapted to cater for the local taste for ale or beer and became known as taverns.  King Edgar (around AD970) introduced limits on drinking and the number of alehouses.

As travel by horse and in carriages became more widespread, inns sprang up offering accommodation as well as food and drink.  At some point in the sixteenth century these three institutions (alehouses, inns and taverns) were given the collective name of ‘public houses’, which quickly became shortened to ‘pubs’.
Beer was for many centuries the staple drink because the water was mostly unsafe to drink.  Tea and coffee, when they were introduced, were too expensive for most people, as was wine.  Ale and beer continued to be the national drink for many years.  When gin arrived from Holland and brandy from France in the eighteenth century they caused huge public order problems and had to be restricted by law.

The pub has become an integral part of British culture and history. Karl Marx drafted the Communist Manifesto above the Red Lion in Great Windmill Street in London.  The discovery of the structure of DNA was announced by Francis Crick and James Watson at The Eagle in Cambridge.  Stilton cheese was first sold in The Bell in Peterborough when the owner successfully paired it with beer.
Going to the pub for a pint (or two) has been a traditional pastime for men for many years, but increasingly women were able go to the pub without stigma. The traditional pub had a public bar, sparsely furnished (where you could also play darts, dominoes and shove-ha’penny) and a lounge bar with comfortable chairs and superior decoration where men would take their wives or girl-friends. At the back there was often a skittle alley.  Traditional pubs have almost disappeared with changes in culture and ideas of leisure. Many pubs began to sell food and turned themselves partly into restaurants, some to the extent that they have become known as gastropubs and even have Michelin stars.  However, the pub still survives and is still a popular meeting-place for friends and getting together with colleagues after work.  As we say in English, ‘plus ça change ….’.
Mark Slater, 2018

with acknowledgement to Ben Fogle ‘English’ (2017) for the early parts of this text.
