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JOIN US DURING OUR NEXT REAL ALE FESTIVAL FROM WED 16 OCT-THU 3| OCT

THE BISHOP BLAIZE THE SEDGE LYNN THE FORD THE MILSON RHODES
708 Chester Road 2la Manchester Road MADOX BROWN Unit ID, School Lane
Stretford Chorlton-cum-Hardy Wilmslow Park, Oxford Road Didsbury
Tel: 0161 873 8845 Tel:0161 860 0141 Tel:0161 256 6660 Tel:0161 446 4100

THE TIM BOBBIN THE GREAT CENTRAL THE ). P. JOULE THE GATEWAY
4| Flixton Road Wilmslow Road 2a Northenden Road 882 Wilmslow Road
Urmston Fallowfield Sale East Didsbury
Tel: 0161 749 8239 Tel:0161 248 1740 Tel:016] 962 9889 Tel:0161 438 1700
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Tracy Mullen, loved and greatly missed
Will never be forgotten

LILGILET\E)

Avenue Street, Portwood, Stockport

|5 handpumps serving beers from

Pennine Outstanding and
Moorhouses plus Pictish Brewer’s
Gold at all times

The (Srown Inn, Heaton Lane

Changing guest mild and three
additional guest beers at weekend

Changing guest cider
Eveny Tuesday from 8.30 pm
Come along and have a sing or stuum
Open every day from Noon

http:/ /thecrowninn.uk.com

Large range of foreign bottled beers

Open [2-11 Monday to Saturday;
12-10.30 Sundays
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CLICK

& COLLECT

YOU CAN NOW BUY BOXES OF OUR
LOCALLY-BREWED

BEERS ONLINE
AND PICK THEM UP

AT A TIME

THAT SUITS YOU.
BOLLINGTONBREWING.CO0.UK

OR ENJOY OUR BEERS IN OUR
THREE CHESHIRE PUBS

HEPARK
TAVERN

MACCLESFIELD - .7

== VALE

BOLLINGTON

== CASK
TAVERN

POYNTON

, ™E BOLLINGTON
¢ BREWING CO.

. choice of ciders

L 5

PHOENIX BREWERY

GREEN LANE, HEYWOOD, OL10 2EP TEL. 01706 627009

Best Bitter, Old Oak, Navvy, Double Dagger,
Monkeytown Mild, Arizona, Thirsty Moon,
Pale Moonlight, Midsummer Madness,
White Monk, Black Shadow, March Hare,
May Fly, Sticky Wicket, Double Gold,
Flash Flood, Black Bee, White Tornado,
Last Leaf, Massacre, Porter, Snowbound,
Wobbly Bob, White Hurricane, Uncle Fester,
Bantam, Christmas Kiss, Humbug, Tyke

MORE CHOICE
BETTER BEER

International Brewing Awards

1998 2002 2002 2004
Wobbly Bob Navvy Wobbly Bob  Wobbly Bob/

E————

TAMESIDE BEER
fESTIVAL 2014

FRIDAY 12TH—SATURDAY 13TH SEPTEMBER

from 11am to 11pm
in
The Civic Hall, Stalybridge
36+ Real Ales at £2.50 a pint

Expertly Selected Wines from Carham Wine

Food available from noon featuring
Pies from Carr’s the Bakers &

Delights of India
Admission by programme or at the door, £3

LIVE MUSIC
FRIDAY 8pm — Swing with the Jack Barclay Trio
SATURDAY 4pm — Do Your Thing (60 strong Choir)
8pm — Traditional Jazz with
The Old Fashioned Love Band

Organised by the Rotary Clubs of Ashton under Lyne
and Duk&ﬂeld & Stalybridge

All profit donated to

. anclldisaster g™t £

e Rotary Club of Ashton under Tyne Trust Fund,
afickd & Stalybridge Trust Fug

e
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What's On

Information, Notes and Local CAMRA Branch Events

Opening Times - Information

Opening Times is published by the Stockport & South Manchester
Branch of CAMRA, the Campaign for Real Ale. Additional material is
supplied by the High Peak & NE Cheshire, Trafford & Hulme, North
Manchester and Macclesfield & E Cheshire Branches. 7,350 copies a
month are printed by Phil Powell Printing of Failsworth.

News, articles and letters are welcome to the editorial address — John
Clarke, 45 Bulkeley Street, Edgeley, Stockport, SK3 9HD. E-mail —
stocam@btinternet.com. Phone 0161 477 1973. Advertising rates on
request or online at: http://www.ssmcamra.co.uk/magazine.htm

Trading Standards

For complaints about short measure pints etc contact the Citizens Advice
Consumer Service. This works with all the Trading Standards services in
the North West and is supported by the Office of Fair Trading. You can
email the Consumer Service at the following address:

www.citizensadvice.org.uk/index/getadvice/consumer_service.htm

Their telephone no. is 0845 404 05 06. To report a matter to Trading
Standards go to:
www.adviceguide.org.uk/consumer_e/reporting_a_problem_to_tradi
ng_standards

Subscriptions

Available at £11.00 for 12 issues (make cheques payable to Opening
Times). Apply to David Sharpe, 1 Chiltern Drive, Woodsmoor, Stockport,
SK2 7BE. Tel 0161 483 3708

Copyright

Unless otherwise stated all material in Opening Times is the copyright of
CAMRA, the Campaign for Real Ale. Please contact the editorial address
if you wish to reproduce anything in Opening Times.

Public Transport
Opening Times does not recommend you drink and drive. Local public
transport information can be obtained online as follows:

#* Transport for Greater Manchester: www.tfgm.com. 0161 228 7811

#* East Cheshire: www.cheshireeast.gov.uk/transport_and_ travel.aspx.
0845 140 2666

#* Derbyshire: http://www.derbysbus.info/

Disclaimer

We aim to ensure that the information in Opening Times is correct at the
time of going to press. If we get something wrong then please get in touch
(editorial contact details above) and we’ll print a correction. Please also
note the opinions expressed in Opening Times are not necessarily those
of CAMRA either locally or nationally.

Copy Date for the October issue is Friday 12 September

Contributors to this issue: John Clarke, Alan Gent, Dave Hanson,
Peter Butler, Pete Farrand, Neil Worthington, Paul Felton, Robin
Wignall, Peter Edwardson, Tom Lord, Caroline O'Donnell, John
O’Donnell, Stewart Taylor, Jerry Wicken, John Clegg, Jill Hasler, Steve
Smith, Mark McConachie

Distribution Manager — Janet Flynn

Front Cover — brewers Matt Howgate (Marble) and Dave
Sweeney (Bank Top) celebrated their wins at the Great British
Beer Festival.

Distribution Manager — Janet Flynn

Your Local CAMRA Contacts & Websites

Stockport & South Manchester (SSM)
www.ssmcamra.co.uk
Contact: Mark McConachie 0161 429 9356; mark.mcconachie@o2.co.uk

North Manchester (NM)
www.northmanchestercamra.org.uk
Contact: Phil Booton; phbooton@hotmail.com

High Peak & NE Cheshire (HPNC)
www.hpneccamra.org.uk
Contact: Stewart Taylor 07907 714826; taylorshouse@supanet.com

Macclesfield & East Cheshire (MEC)
www.eastcheshirecamra.org.uk
Contact: Tony Icke 01625 861833; bicke@madasafish.com

Trafford & Hulme (T&H)
www.thcamra.org.uk
Contact: John O’Donnell 0789 880972; enquiries@thcamra.org.uk

Local CAMRA Events

Monday 8th — Branch Meeting: Glossop Labour Club. Starts 8.00pm.
(HPNC)

Wednesday 10th — Good Beer Guide 2015 launch night in Patricroft:
Wangies, Liverpool Road 7.30pm; Bird in Hand 8.30pm; finish in
Queen’s Arms. (NM)

All welcome at these events

Thursday 11th — Branch Meeting including “Meet the Brewer” with
Ilkley Brewery: Gateway, East Didsbury. Starts 8.15pm. (SSM)

Friday 12th — Saturday 14th — Heritage Weekend pub walks: see
page 14, contact Robin Bence (tnr@tesco.net) for details. (NM)

Wednesday 17th — Branch Meeting: Star Inn, Back Hope Street,
Salford. Starts 7.30pm. (NM)

Friday 19th — Stockport Market Place Stagger: Calverts Court, St
Petersgate 7.30pm; Boars Head, Vernon Street 8.30pm. (SSM)

Saturday 20th - Social at Old Hall Beer Festival, Chinley. From
1.00pm. (MEC)

Saturday 20th - Rail Crawl to Burscough Bridge. Catch 10.46
Northern Rail from Victoria. Details from contact. (NM)

Saturday 2o0th - Sale Stroll. A tour of all Sale’s pubs. 12pm The
Bridge (Dane Road), 4pm Waterfront, 6pm Vine. For full itinerary see
website. (T&H)

Wednesday 24th — Cask Ale Week launch: bus tour of nine breweries.
Details from contact. (NM)

Thursday 25th — Pub of the Month presentation to the Midland,
Wellington Road North, Stockport, From 8.0o0pm. (SSM)

Friday 26th — Pub of the Season presentation to Stretford Sip Club, see
page 9. From 8.0opm. (T&H)

Saturday 27th — Cheshire Pub of the Year presentation: Young
Pretender, Congleton. Starts 1.00pm. (MEC)

Wednesday 1 October — Swinton Survey: Football (33 Swinton Hall
Lane) 7.30pm; Royal Oak (536 Bolton Road) 8.15pm plus two others.
(NM)

Saturday 4th — Chorlton Beer of the Festival presentation to Wilson
Potter Brewery. From 1.00pm at brewery. (T&H)

Thursday 9th — Branch AGM: Briton’s Protection, Great Bridgewater
Street, Manchester. Starts 8.0opm. (T&H)
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Pub of the Month

The Midland, Wellington Road North

T

-~
Werrm

The Stockport & South Manchester CAMRA Pub of the Month award for
September 2014 has been won by the Midland on Wellington Road
North, Stockport. John Clarke reports.

The Midland is another local example of a thriving free house that
escaped pub company ownership. Having moved from Whitbread to
Enterprise Inns it was then purchased by Mark Hayter in July last year
(prior to that he had been the pub’s tenant for two years).

The most notable change has been in the beer range, although Mark has
cleverly adopted the course of evolution rather than revolution. The
semi-regular beer, Greene King IPA, has been joined by up to four guest
ales — generally speaking the number increases towards the weekend. By
largely keeping to the style of beers his regulars enjoy Mark also ensures
the new beers enjoy healthy sales and so remain in good condition while
they are available.

There’s no food at the moment but live entertainment does feature with
a live band performing every other Friday. There are two darts teams
based here — a Premier League men’s team plays on Tuesdays, while on
Wednesday nights matches in the Stockport & District women’s league
take place.

The pub itself has been knocked around a bit over the years but still
keeps much of its multi-roomed feel with three distinct areas. There’s
also some impressive tile work surviving from former times. The
atmosphere is one of a genuine local, although one where the casual
visitor is made welcome.

This is a success story that deserves celebration and it will get that when
our award is presented on Thursday 25 September. However this will be
more than a celebration — it will be a show of support. As we have
reported, there is a planned road scheme, which in its present form, will
involve the demolition of the pub (a cycle path will go through the front).
It is still early days and we hope that these ridiculous and destructive
proposals can be amended. A good turnout on the night will show that
the pub’s friends and supporters mean business.

Supporting The Catering Trade Since 1868

The Pub of the Month award is sponsored by Stephensons,
a local family firm that has been supplying the local pub
and catering trade for over 140 years. Check out their
advert on this page.

STEPHENSONS

Supporting The Catering Trade Since 1868

Proud Sponsors Of Visit The Largest Catering

CASH &
PUB  cRRhy

Next to the Alma Lodge
on the A6, Stockport

disposables | cleaning | crockery | glassware | bar & kitchen equipment | cutlery
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19th - 21st September
Over 200.beérs and ciders
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Stagger

The Didsbury Triangle by Jerry Wicken

In my 25 years of living in this neighbourhood,
T've seen the Parrswood Hotel, our first pub
of the night, go through many incarnations. In
the nineties it was bang opposite the Capitol
Theatre, which was the home of Manchester
Poly School of Theatre. During the intervals of
particularly worthy productions we would
repair to the Parrswood for a pint of Boddies
before deciding whether another hour of
Strindberg or another pint of Boddies was the
best call. No contest!

Subsequently, the theatre was demolished and
the pub had different owners, highs and lows
and an inconsistent supply of real ale. As a
result of all of these, visits to our nearest
hostelry decreased so it was a very pleasant
surprise to find the cavernous community local
offering our eight staggerers a very good pint of
Wychwood Goddess. I hope sincerely that good
ale becomes a consistent feature of this popular
local. It has a separate public bar as well as a
beer garden in the back and outdoor
undercover seating at the front. It serves good
value food and has live events particularly at
weekends.

Our next stop, St Catherine's Social Club,
was only a few steps towards Didsbury. At 8
o'clock it was closed but a ring on the bell
brought the friendly steward to the door. He
was happy to let us in to try the three beers on
offer. Sam Smith's Old Brewery Bitter is the
club staple and on the night Robinson's Dizzy
Blonde and Brain's Reverend James had
recently been set up for the weekend crowd. All
the beers were quite acceptable and we were
very grateful that the Club opened especially
for CAMRA.

Our halfway meeting point was Wetherspoons’
Milson Rhodes towards the Didsbury end of
School Lane. It seems to have been around for
ages but in fact replaced the little lamented
Pitcher and Piano only four years ago. The pub
is busy every day and this Friday evening was
no exception. I've found that sometimes the

number of staff on duty seem to struggle
coping with the multitude of customers. No
struggle with the beers though. The previous
evening had seen one of the regular 'Meet the
Brewer' events and Peerless was the brewery in
focus. We were faced with several choices from
the Wirral brewery including the highly rated
Oatmeal Stout, Curveball Blonde and Viking
Gold along with the untried Red Rocks and Full
Whack. Of course the usual Wetherspoons
staples of Ruddles Bitter and Greene King
Abbot were available, but on the day there was
also Robinson's Trooper which scored average
marks and the untried Blakemere Cherry Baby
and Thwaites Lancaster Bomber. A pretty good
selection in a pub where I find the beers are
usually in fine form.

Our happy band
of staggerers
gained one further
member and our
next stop then was
the recently 4
opened Stoker's f
Arms (previously |
O'Neills).
However, in the
75 metres from
the Milson
Rhodes, three of &= 6l

our team disappeared in the Didsbury Triangle
only to re-emerge two hours later claiming
abduction by aliens (or it might have been the
doormen at the Stoker's Arms). Those of us
cool enough to beat the doormen's scrutiny
entered a very busy, very noisy bar which
offered us Sharp's Doom Bar and Moorhouse's
Pendle Witch, which were both acceptable
without pulling up any trees. Three other
seasonal beers were all 'off' but there were also
several bottled beers available. I know there
was general concern over beer prices and
whilst pricey, neither real ale offering was more
than £3.90 which passes muster in Didsbury.

Now on to a more
traditional boozer
in the shape of the
Station. A long
established
Marston's house,
it has a narrow bar
in the front and a
slightly extended
room in rear. With
all the change
around, it would
be easy to take i
this old favourite for granted. But in a long
street with more bars than pubs and so many of
these in fashion one week and yesterday's news
the next it is important that we keep a constant.
The Burton Bitter and Pedigree were both
above average.

By chance we popped in to the previously
ale-less Slug and Lettuce but to our surprise

two real ales were on offer. We eased past the
doormen to find Greene King IPA and Wells
and Young's Bombardier on decent form but
served unusually in 140z glasses. These were
deemed half pints by the electronic tills and as
such, very good value. There would have been
a debate over whether this was noisier than the
Stoker's Arms but it was too loud to hold a
conversation. Nevertheless it’s a welcome new
cask ale outlet.

We were to have visited the Nelson and the
Art of Tea, with a reputation for serving
bottled conditioned ale, but time was a little
short. The latter must wait for subsequent
staggers but our lost trio had taken time to visit
the Nelson and reported that the only real ale
available, Jennings Cumberland Ale, received
average marks. The Nelson 1is another
traditional local and usually has two cask ale on
tap.

Our final venue was the Dog & Partridge
which for the last 20 years or so has been a
great place for cask ale. It used, literally, to
have sawdust on the floor, where you could
unashamedly discard your free monkey nut
shells. The sawdust has gone but the free
monkey nuts survive and indeed thrived at this
late stage of the evening. On this particular
night the pub was unusually quiet, something
which it is not if live sport is on the box. In
addition to the regulars beers, Adnam’s Bitter
and Taylor's Landlord, absent customers
would surely have enjoyed St Austell Tribute,
Greenfield’s Silver Owl and arguably the best
beer of the night, Thornbridge Kipling.

There ended an entertaining Didsbury stagger
which covered modern bars, old fashioned
boozers and plenty in between. Certainly worth
checking out!
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Congratulations to
The England Women’s Rughy Team
World Cup Champions 2014

(PS. We didn’t do badly either; Chocolate Marble
GBBF Winner - National Bottled Beer of Britain 2014)

MARBLE
BEERS'™

www.marblebeers.com

Bar, Restaurant, Meeting and Function Venue
www.themidway.co.uk

Paul, Pauline and Rob welcome you to The Midway

gt B

wM]DWﬁY.\UuND NI

d

Horse & JockeyR& Phone 0161 480 2068 Email mfoii@then
the nn ocn the green @ y . - .
AR e A FREE third of a pint when

0146 T7o4

Ll lcrEsat LR AR The Midway, 263 Newbridge Lane, Stockport, Cheshire, SK1 2NX
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Brewers Strike Gold

CAMRA’s Great British Beer Festival is held in London
every August. One of the highlights is the announcement of
the winners in the Champion Beer of Britain competition.
Winning either the overall competition or one of the
categories can be a real boost for the breweries concerned.

In recent years brewers in the North West have largely
missed out on the various awards but this time it was
different with no fewer than four medals heading to
brewers in or close to the Opening Times area — including
two golds for “best in class”.

The 2014 champion “Real Ale in a
Bottle” is Marble Chocolate.
This is a real triumph for Head
Brewer Matt Howgate and his
team, especially as Matt only took
over earlier this year. “I'm
absolutely overwhelmed; it’s just
fantastic news” Matt told OT. He
was in fact away in the USA when
the award was announced and at
first believed the text message
telling him of the win was a
practical joke! The beer is a B
classic of its kind. At 5.5% it is brewed with an emphasis on
chocolate malts to create the rich depth of flavour with
coffee, chocolate and liquorice notes. In addition to bottles
it is also available on cask and keg so any outlet can stock
it should they wish.

CHOCOLATE
MARBLE

The 2014 Champion Mild is
Bank Top Brewery’s Dark
Mild. Opening Times has always
ranked this as the definitive dark
mild and it’s pleasing to see it
gaining national recognition. It’s
a 4% beer, tawny black in colour,
with a rich, complex and
satisfying taste with roast malt
and liquorice notes. Head Brewer
Dave Sweeney was also delighted
with his win. “We’ve had some
near misses before and as the awards were read out I was
disappointed we didn’t win bronze and then missed out on
silver. Then they announced the winner and I couldn’t
quite believe what I'd heard”.

Both Matt and Dave told OT that they had both seen hugely
increased orders for their winning beers — in fact Dave
wondering how he was going to meet all the demand —
which is great news for what is generally regarded as an
endangered beer style.

i Drewed in Bolon

The other local medallists are
Macclesfield’s RedWillow
Brewery which won silver in the
Best Bitter category for the
excellent Directionless, an easy
drinking 4.2% session ale brewed
with Amarillo and Centennial
hops. Crewe’s Offbeat
Brewery also won silver for Way
Out Wheat in the Speciality Beers class. This is a 4.5%
German-style wheat beer brewed with coriander and sweet
orange peel. This beer is becoming a serial award winner
— starting with bronze in the Stockport Beer Festival
awards in 2011.

T MTR smewEp o 4 ORE

The overall Champion Beer of Britain is also a northern
brew, but from the “wrong side” of the Pennines. Timothy
Boltmaker from the Keighley brewery walked off with the
honours. Oakham Citra was runner up while bronze went
to Salopian Brewery’s Darwin’s Original.

Stretford Sip Club

Trafford & Hulme Autumn Pub of the Season

The Trafford & Hulme Branch ——
Pub of The Season for Autumn
2014 is perhaps one of the most
unusual "pubs” in the whole of
the Opening Times area but one
that has made an impression in
just six months of trading.
Located in former office space
above an estate agent's office, ;
the only sign of the Stretford
Sip Club's existence is a hand
painted wooden sign in the
window adjacent to the
anonymous door of the
premises on the corner of
Barton Road and Kingsway.

Step inside the door and assorted casks stacked under the stairs are the first clue to
what lies above. Climbing to the top of the stairs and you may think you've been
mistaken and you have entered into somebody's lounge complete with sofas and dining
table - it's only when you venture to the rear room that you will find the bar complete
with its two handpumps and well stocked fridge.

Opening in April 2014, the Sip Club was the realisation of the dream of landlady
Heather Garlick, a born and bred Stretfordian who wanted to bring to her hometown
the kind of place she would like to socialise at herself - a cosy and welcoming space
offering only genuine quality beers and wines. How the Sip Club has embedded itself
into the local area in such as short period of time is remarkable and testament to the
vision and hard work of Heather and the band of family, friends and suppliers who
have embraced what she set out to do.

Real ale has been at the heart of the dream from the start - initially the only beers
available were from the cooled casks which sit atop the bar (no cellar here) and a small
selection of bottles. If the Robin Hood pub over the road was to be believed, there was
'no demand for cask ale round here', but the Sip Club has proved that this to be the easy
get out phrase that it usually is. The initial expectation of selling cask ale at weekends
only quickly fell by the wayside, with demand requiring the casks be changed regularly
and the two handpumps being in action all week long and on occasion a third ale being
served by gravity from the bar top.

Localism is the key to almost everything the Sip Club does - almost all the cask ales sold
are from local breweries, the bottled ale selection comes from Bury's Brightside
brewery and bottled cider comes from the Moss Cider Project and Dunham Press.

As they say - "We don’t believe in passing your hard earned cash over to faceless
conglomerates but instead choose suppliers producing brilliant quality products that
are a labour of love! We see our role as creating a community hub and hope to provide
services not otherwise available in Stretford." It is an approach which has clearly
touched a chord with the Stretford community as every event which is held in the Sip
Club's function room is oversubscribed - from wine tastings to guest speakers at the
Sunday Soap Box and the regular supper club evenings - they area all packed. "Hidden
gem" is an overused phrase but it is rightly appropriate for the Sip Club. Even after six
months, locals are still climbing those stairs for a curious look and discovering that the
pub they've been yearning for is right in their midst.

The presentation evening will be held of Friday 26th September from 8pm. All are
welcome to come along to celebrate

Trafford & Hulme Summer Pub of the Season

The Trafford & Hulme Pub of
the Season for Summer was the
Old Market Tavern in
Altrincham. CAMRA’s John
Ison (left) is seen here
presenting the award to the

OMT’s John Glover.
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The Hope Inn, 118 Wellington Road North,
Heaton Norris, Stockport, SK4 2LL. www.thehopestockport.co.uk  Only 2 mins up the mad from The Magnet

HAREWOOD ARMS

2 Market Street, Broadbottom (400 yards from the station)

Continental g =1 ' CAMRA
Bottled Beers | = members
¥ G ARMS =

Enjoy the - S . ..o 20D a pint

® Winter Cheer L0 " . discount on
of a | i B ; real ale

Real Log Fire @l i B o B Sulndesy e

Dog Friendly < s dlay,
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Letter to the Editor

From: “Percy Thrower”

Re. the article in (August’s OT) by Brendon Hall "Pub Gardens in Central
Stockport" - none of the pubs mentioned from what I recollect have a
beer garden, garden being the operative word. I have never been in the
Armoury so I may well be mistaken. A garden is a planned space,
usually outdoors, set aside for the display, cultivation, and enjoyment
of plants and other forms of nature. The garden can incorporate both
natural and man-made materials. Meanwhile, still in so called central
Stockport nestling beneath arguably the best back drop in the region lies,
yes you’ve guessed, the Crown. And guess what? There is around the
back, a beer garden, not to mention several hanging baskets at the front
and also the troughs acquired from SMBC and maintained and refilled
with no financial help from the council.

The back garden has a new, recently-built smoking area made from
natural resources and roofed with Brazillian slate. An abundance of plant
life, fruit trees, several birds’ nests, a cobbled court yard and a green
house, not to mention the free range hens. Now that is what I call a
garden. Why then was it overlooked and even the Bakers Vaults
mentioned? But there was one fact: you can watch the hustle and bustle
of the market place, well that must class as wild life. Again overlooked in
favour of Robinsons and no credit where credit is due.

Oh dear — Brendon’s article was intended as a brief over-view
rather than a comprehensive list. However the Crown’s beer
garden is pretty impressive so say the least and is the result
of much hard work. Apologies if any offence was
inadvertently given — Ed.

The Unicorn, Dean Row

Everyone knows the
Unicorn, don’t they?,
writes John Clegg. Out " §
on the eastern edge of
Wilmslow, it’s a country
pub but with easy access
to local towns and
villages. Even better, it
has a good beer garden,
ideal for summer, and is
cosy on those blustery,
cold winter evenings. In recent months it has gone from being run-of-
the-mill, pubco “bog standard” back to a good, well-run local.

Gavin Tapping used to be assistant manager until three years ago and
then was offered the chance to return, arriving back as manager late in
2013. Since then, his team has given the place a noticeable lift. Being a
Chef & Brewer house, it’s part of the Spirit Pub Company (possibly
suffering from a faint whiff of Punch Tavern days of poor — or predictable
at best — beer choice) but a recent, company-wide beer festival showed
off a selection of ales not usually available in pubs like this.

The May festival saw such beers as Black Sheep Bighorn, Dark Star’s
Partridge, St Austell’s Proper Job and York Brewery’s Guzzler attract
terrific interest. Then, one June morning, shortly after opening, Gavin
received a visit from Cask Marque — and promptly received full marks for
all four ales that were on dispense at the time. The pub proudly displays
the certificate to prove it. Gavin is justly proud of his cellar-management
— though he won'’t like me pointing this out.

Gavin is a keen supporter of locally-brewed ales and, through the SIBA
scheme, RedWillow, Mobberley and Storm beers — among others — are
regularly available. More everyday ales from the company list are
available too but our local representatives shine here.

And the bad news? Well, Gavin’s efforts are much appreciated by the
company and he left in mid-August. He’s off to the Blacksmith’s Arms,
Henbury. The Unicorn’s new manager — Mary — comes fresh from the
Axe & Cleaver, Dunham (also a Spirit Chef & Brewer). She plans to carry
on the good work started by Gavin, in keeping a good representation of
our local breweries.

Faith in the Future

We are often told that the British pub is in headlong decline, with a tidal
wave of closures and pubgoing increasingly becoming irrelevant to the
majority of people. However, our two largest British-owned brewers,
Greene King and Marston’s, are bucking this trend by opening large
numbers of new-build pubs, which are generally pretty big
establishments, not dinky little niche bars. They don’t get the recognition
they deserve, though, as they’re family-oriented dining pubs located on
retail and leisure parks, and thus far from the stereotype of community
local or multi-beer alehouse. There’s a good local example of this in
Greene King’s Flying Horse near Manchester Airport, opened last
autumn, which must be the first new-build pub in Stockport and its
immediate environs for over twenty years.

While these pubs cater for a different market than your average
Wetherspoon’s, they come off pretty well in a direct comparison. They
often demonstrate a much higher standard of seating comfort and
materials, and also beat Spoons hands down in areas such as providing
natural light and toilets on the same level as the bar area.

And they’re proving extremely successful, demonstrating that there are
thousands of families across the country who, rather than cook and eat
at home, prefer to go out for a meal once or twice a week. And it's the pub
industry that's increasingly providing the kind of relaxed, informal
atmosphere and value for money they’re looking for. It’s noticeable how
busy these pubs can get around tea-time when much of the trade that
traditional pubs once enjoyed has evaporated.

These family dining venues are a long way from my vision of the ideal
pub, and aren’t where I'd choose to go and read the paper on a Sunday
lunchtime. But they certainly meet a demand and their success is
undeniable. Surely it’s a good thing for the future of the pub trade to get
people visiting somewhere that is at least a vague approximation to a
pub, and serves cask beer, rather than an establishment that bears no
relation to one. Beer enthusiasts sneer at them at their peril.

Out of Place?

However, it’s one thing to apply this format to a new-build site, but
something else entirely to convert an existing pub, as Holt’s are in the
process of doing with the Cheadle Hulme. They have set up a new joint
venture company called Touchwood Inns in conjunction with the people
behind the Cloverleaf Pub Company, who built up an estate of new-build
dining pubs in the North of England that they eventually sold to Greene
King. The intention is to apply this formula to a mixture of new
developments and current Holt’s pubs.

I can’t help thinking, though, that the Cheadle Hulme isn’t the right
location for this. In recent years, Cheadle Hulme has seen a number of
new pub openings and has developed into something of a drinking
circuit. Situated right next to the station, the Cheadle Hulme pub has a
mixture of food and drink trade and surely it would have made more
sense to try to tweak the balance between the two rather than imposing
an overwhelmingly food-led formula that would be more at home on a
leisure park. It’s also in a prosperous area where this style of operation
may seem rather cheap and cheerful.

While you can’t blame Holt’s for trying to develop the food trade in their
pubs and get away from their traditional image as operators of no-frills
boozers, their actions on this front sometimes seem to demonstrate an
uncertain touch.

Curmudgeon Online: curmudgeoncolumns.blogspot.com
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