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Introduction

Geoffrey Chaucer and T. S. Eliot might well have agreed across the divide of centuries that April was the cruellest month, but as I anchored myself above the hard wintery beach of Southwold looking out over the turbulent surface of the North Sea, I felt that February was making its own pitch for being the most venomous time of the year. The wind was biting and bestial, blowing as energetically as a break-dancer swirling about on the streets of New York in the early 1980s. This was the kind of persistent gale that didn’t just ruffle your hair but made an attempt to tear it out by its roots. As I made my death-defying stand on the concrete strand of the promenade, feeling like Custer at Little Bighorn, I grimaced out towards the sea, the tops of incoming waves frothing away as if an eternal cappuccino-maker was hard at work. Neptune’s very own barista perhaps? As each wave crashed in and dragged its captive swag of pebbles backwards, creating their own Valkyrie chorus of ceaseless shrieks, Matthew Arnold’s elegantly elegiac poem ‘Dover Beach’ sprung to mind, where the ebb and flow of noise on the eponymous beach had inspired the writer to meditate on the loss of faith as history moved forwards during a time of progress and scientific discoveries. On this wild hunt of a February afternoon history was certainly in my crosshairs. Looking southwards, following the line of the coast, I could see the flattened sand dunes and cracked cliffs of the vanished city of Dunwich. Further on stood the concrete hulk of the nuclear power plant Sizewell B, a block-shaped full stop to the story that the view told me. Another screeching drag of pebbles came from the beach and I decided it was time to go to the pub.

Sanctuary awaited me at the Lord Nelson, which was not too many well-measured paces away along East Street. Turning my back on the turmoil of the sea, there it was, the pub’s sign swaying in the zealous zephyrs as if auditioning for a casting role as Treasure Island’s Admiral Benbow Inn. Built in the eighteenth century and a short stroll from the town centre, where its owner, Adnams Brewery, stands, the ‘Nellie’ was apparently once called the Raven, though I have also heard that its former name was actually Noah’s Ark. Whatever the truth, I presume its name was changed when a horseman delivered news of Nelson’s victory and death at Trafalgar (incidentally, despite coming from neighbouring Norfolk, Nelson never drank here but then perhaps George Orwell did when he stayed with a friend in Southwold in 1931; he certainly thought he saw a ghost in the church yard at the neighbouring village of Walberswick). Dwelling further on Treasure Island, I recalled that if you looked up towards the roof you would see a dormer with a small window on its side from which there was a view of the sea. Local tradition had it that this was used by smugglers. I looked up and there it was, though whether smugglers used it I wouldn’t know, and anyway, as James Joyce had Stephen Dedalus say in Ulysses, ‘History . . . is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake’.

Inside the pub, tradition took a well-practised bow with its flagstone floors and high wooden settles as well as pewter mugs hanging above the central bar. Here, as if I was witness to a kind of sympathetic magic practised by one of the gods of brewing, ceramic hand pumps of Adnams beers lined up at the bar like a formation of Roman soldiers, standing rigid on an imaginary wall at the end of the known world. Elsewhere there was a jumble of beer and brewery artefacts as well as photographs of regulars lining the wooden gantry that framed the bar. I was relieved to see that my two favourite brewing memorabilia (I had been here several times before) – battered and ancient tin signs for Adnams beers including its potent barley wine, Tally-Ho – could still be seen on the wall in the corridor leading to the loo. This mahogany-brown slow-sipper of a beer would have been the ideal accompaniment to this inclement day but sadly it was not available, as it is only made once a year before Christmas, and casks were soon polished off; though it is not unknown for some licensees to store one in the cellar for a year and treat their lucky regulars around about Christmas. Instead, I asked for a pint of Southwold Bitter, a well-worn favourite of mine, dark amber in colour, and with a Bach-like counterpoint of sweet malt and an earthy, citrusy hop character on the palate before a dry and bittersweet crescendo of a finish. This was the perfect beer to drink while waiting for the Furies outside to drop. As I studied my beer, the gentle murmur of fellow escapees drifted through the bar, a benevolent breeze of conversation totally at odds with the turmoil outside. A man asked for a half of bitter mixed with a half of old ale, while a couple of other men discussed Southwold Town FC’s upcoming fixture against Halesworth FC and hoped that the wind would have dropped by then. A cute sausage dog, who belonged to a member of the pub’s staff, tail wagging like an out-of-control metronome, was led out for its afternoon walk and the open door gave a brief glimpse and sound of the elemental wrath outside. My glass was soon empty and I decided to order another pint and settle in for the afternoon.

I first visited the Lord Nelson at the start of the 1990s during a bleak January weekend – another month that probably wants to raise its hand in the air to try and claim an immortal sense of barbarity. It was a cold day outside, as drab as a suburban dream, but when I and a couple of friends entered, it felt as if we had arrived at a place of refuge, a retreat from the brutalist nature of the weather. It was warm and well-lit with a log fire glowing kindly in a grate, like the beam of a smile from a favourite aunt, and over thirty years on I still recall experiencing a sense of domestic homeliness that I certainly didn’t feel then in my cramped one-bedroom flat in North London. We were home. It was busy but casual in its well-ordered chaos and, moving towards the bar, it didn’t feel as if we were invading other people’s personal spaces; the three of us ended up talking to an army sergeant and his wife. However, I didn’t join in when one of my mates ended up drinking flaming Drambuies with the military man. I knew it was bleak and cold outside, but I did have limits to what I would do to keep warm. Besides, the shriek of my mate followed by a yell of ‘I’ve burnt me moustache!’ was a definite discouragement to join in.

This was an ideal pub for winter, I remember thinking at the time – somewhere you could retreat to, to join in conversation with like-minded souls or just sit in a corner with a book and slowly allow yourself to contemplate life in the company of several pints. Since then, I have been at the Lord Nelson during every season throughout the year, but I enjoy this pub best during the austere months of winter, especially with the closeness of the torrid mood-changing nature of the North Sea. However, like all the best pubs, the Lord Nelson changes organically and unconsciously throughout the year, responding to the wheel of time and the changing of the seasons. It lives with the rhythms of the year, acknowledging their various moods and becoming one with them. In the summer the bar is bright and airy, almost Scandi-like in its embrace of the season’s ethereal and luminous nature. The garden at the back might be lilliputian, but there is a sense of light and grace when you take your peerless pint of Ghost Ship out there. Autumn on the other hand sees the start of the retreat along with hopeful visits to the back garden and conversations about an incoming storm. After the hardships of winter with several glasses of Tally-Ho, spring is about rejuvenation and a glass of Mosaic pale ale is raised to the coming of lighter days. Even though for me the Lord Nelson is best when experienced as a winter pub, it is also a pub for all seasons, an idea that has always bewitched as the year turns and swirls around me like an elemental merry-go-round.

During a lifetime of dedicated pub-going I have come to believe that to every pub there is a season. I believe that many pubs (and bars and brewery taprooms as well) have their seasonal moods, an organic round of transformations, with dedicated pub-goers getting to know the temperament and tantrums of their chosen home-from-home as month follows month. They might never think too deeply about it and take the rhythms for granted, but the evidence is there – the leaf-strewn outdoor fittings in the beer garden being washed down as the weather becomes warmer and we take our pints outside (even though the air can chill in April) and talk and drink and muse and look around, as if bewildered by the long months we have spent indoors. Or, conversely, it could be the prospect of cosiness as the evenings darken during the first days of autumn and somehow you cannot take Blue Öyster Cult’s ‘(Don’t Fear) The Reaper’ off your own personal soundtrack. In tandem with these seasonal moods, what we drink in a pub’s year can also change. Darker, more malty beers often replace the playfully pale and hoppy beers of the summer, with stouts and porters becoming more attractive, while a glass of rosé is no longer a pertinent proposition if there is a merlot on the menu, and, of course, if a pub serves food then autumn (and winter too) demands heartier dishes and fewer salads. Venison anyone?

There is more to this round of transformations than what goes into your glass or on to your plate. Throughout the passage of the year the pub speaks with many voices. Listen. It is a summer’s eve, a time of play, a time of ease, a time of consolidation, a time of illumination. Listen. You can hear the chatter of the crowd sunning themselves in a bespoke field of gold at the back of a black-and-white timbered village inn, devouring glasses of beer the colour of the sun that is about to set, boisterous but happy in their enjoyment. A lot of pubs move outdoors in the summer, especially when as in years like 2022 the sun rarely stopped shining. In some pubs the aroma of grilled meat wafts through the air, while crowds come for miles around if there’s a beer festival on and as an extra bonus the mayhem of the Morris dancers. Drinkers’ thirsts are quenched and quelled with lighter, fruitier beers – summer ales, session IPAs, hazy, juicy pale ales and brisk, crisp lagers; this is a time of drinking beer for refreshment and letting it wash all over you. Wine-drinkers opt for lighter, more ethereal flavours, while ‘have you got any cocktails?’ is a common question and ‘no’ is a common answer. Contemplation, whatever you have in your glass, is for cooler times.

I believe that the pub is a living entity, which changes throughout the year, waxes and wanes, welcomes in different people, different drinks, different shades of light, and different voices. The very best pubs have a soul that can adapt itself to the changing seasons; they have a sense of identity and a metaphysical presence that it is often hard to recognize, but it is there. It is an irrational belief, but it is also similar to the way that music can also make us feel tearful, emboldened, or even in love (a condition that can also make us feel emboldened or tearful, depending on the person we fall in love with). The best pubs, the soulful pubs, the pubs that change throughout the seasons, which change naturally or through an act of osmosis, are a family, a tribe, even a gang to which we want to belong. In an age when we can buy asparagus all year round (and usually feel guilty about it, but, hey, we do our recycling) and Christmas cards are available on 1 September, a pub’s continued adherence to the changing of the seasons is warming and heartening as well as being an anchor in uncertain times, a refuge from a rolling bulletin of world news that seems intent on increasing anxieties and undermining our sense of safety.

To every pub there is a season but to really convince doubters of this metamorphosis I needed to talk to a licensee to confirm that. Pete Tiley is the landlord of The Salutation in Ham, a small village just over a mile outside Berkeley in Gloucestershire (if you want to know why Berkeley sounds familiar, its castle is where for centuries it was believed Edward II was done to death with a red-hot poker, but apparently that is untrue, though he did die there). To get to Ham you can walk from Berkeley and, on the unremarkable autumn day I went, I asked myself was there ever such a bucolic walk to a pub? I passed a thirteenth-century church, green fields and woodland, sheep safely grazing, orchards heavy with fruit, and I could also see the hills of the Forest of Dean in the distance, rural England presenting itself as if to say, ‘here I am’. When I got to Ham, at first glance the pub seemed undistinguished: sitting on a bend in the road, it was low-shouldered and had a skittle alley at its back, while its rendered brickwork was painted regulation cream. Appearances can be deceptive though, as I know from visiting so many pubs. As I passed through the front door, there was an immediate sense of ease and comfort, something metaphysical, creating almost a Proustian moment that spoke, ‘this is how a pub should be’. Maybe this feeling was because the pub had a history going back to the middle of the nineteenth century, which made me think of the countless generations who had passed through its doors and laughed and cried and told tall tales and died and been remembered with a raised glass.

Personable and likeable, Pete Tiley is in his late thirties and grew up in the area, but moved away to London, where he worked as a business analyst for eight years. Weekends were spent visiting pubs and this made him realise that he wanted to get into the brewing industry. He home-brewed for a couple of years, but when his father told him The Salutation was for sale, he took the deep, deep dive of becoming a licensee. In April 2013 he took possession of the pub and installed a brewery at the back, whose beers have since won many awards.

‘I think the pub definitely changes with the seasons from lots of perspectives,’ he told me as we sat down in the weathered and well-lived interior of the pub. ‘The seasons have an impact on volumes of trade, the type of customer that comes in, what kind of product they might be buying as well as the feel of the pub and the type of events that we might put on to reflect the changes. The summer is generally one of the best periods of trade for The Sally. We’ve got a large beer garden which looks out across towards the deer park and the meadows of the Severn Vale so it’s a nice spot for people to while away the afternoons with a pint. The sun tends to bring out more walkers and cyclists and, especially on bank holidays and weekends, more families who tend not to be regular pub-goers as well as bringing out our locals more often. Sweeter, maltier beers as well as dark beers such as stouts and porters sell much slower and we see a huge demand for low gravity and hoppy pale ales. We have a large table and bench out at the front, which tends to be filled with our locals who sit and watch the traffic passing by. In the winter these seats are only inhabited by the smokers so it’s really nice to see them full in the summer with everyone chatting and sharing out locally produced cheese or charcuterie they have brought in. It’s also really nice for people walking up to the front of the pub to be greeted by a happy bunch of locals, or “the welcoming committee” as they refer to themselves; they say hello to strangers and regulars alike as they pass by in through the front door. All being well, we’ve also got a good bank of cash ready to help get us through the leaner winter months.’

As Tiley points out, for a rural pub such as The Salutation, which basks in the bucolic surroundings of the countryside, summer is boom-time. One of the most striking changes in mood that summer brings to the pub is the influx of families and tourists as people travel to country pubs, especially if its location is classically rustic and the views are stirring. By their nature and what they offer, pubs are (or should be) open to all, and this summer migration changes the pub, sometimes to the sounds of grumbling from locals who are there throughout the year. There are many voices all mixed together during this season, the bright and cheerful, but also the occasionally sullen and sun-stroked. The chorus of voices change with the seasons and that can transform a place. I remember how, during my teenage years in the seaside resort of Llandudno, the town seemed to gain a new lease of life after Easter especially going through summer before slumping back to a slate-grey somnolence from autumn onwards. This sense of change was also experienced in the pubs, which started to hum with the excitement of the possibilities of romance and meeting new people. The seaside was also a magnet for those wandering souls down for the day who go in search of local beer and change the mood of whatever pub they go to.

Come the autumn, shadows lengthen and elongate. And as the dance of time continues, we move indoors but occasionally wander outside, our hands clasping glasses of amber-hued ale, while on the cooler nights the seasoned aromatics of burning logs drift through the air. This time is the halfway house between the luminosity of the summer and the Styx-like darkness of winter. Let’s listen again. Here is the slow murmur, the tick-tock of time’s slow passage, the whisper of a muted conversation in a wooden womb of a bar whose light is soft and yielding, while outside the wind howls as if grieving and rain batters on the window with the persistence of a debt collector. Or it could be the steady-as-she-goes, rise and fall of conversation as those with a beer or a glass of red talk of bonfires, conkers, back-to-school, the football or the rugby and the whole whirl of human life. This is a mellow, melancholic season, a time of delightful introspection, an anticipation of the colder and darker months ahead. We move indoors, both at home and in the pub. The first fires are lit, logs are ordered, menus change and the taste for darker beers returns as Pete Tiley tells me while we sink into our second pint (an IPA if you must know and I am not driving).

‘Darker, more malty beers tend to see a slight uplift and ciders and cold keg beers fall back compared to the summer. In general, the pub will be quieter, especially throughout October and November when people don’t want to leave their houses or are saving up for Christmas. We’re very keen on all things local, seasonal and traditional here so we try as much as possible to host events or offer products that reflect the seasons. When we used to keep pigs, October was the traditional harvest time for them so there was a lot of excitement about getting the first batch of pork in and serving that in the pub. We also host an apple day in October and in November once the apples have fallen and we take a group of locals out to pick and press our own Sally Cider. I do love the way the pub changes though and the different people that wax and wane with the seasons. Between sitting outside on a long summer evening watching the sunset over the river to being hunched over a pint of stout sat next to a roaring fire after an icy cold walk outside, I couldn’t really choose.’

It is not just in the countryside where pubs transform almost magically during the seasons. The pubs and bars of city and town life also undergo their own metamorphosis when the seasons transform, as I discovered when I met Bruce Gray for a beer at the Bristol tap-room of his brewery, Left-Handed Giant. Born in southwest Scotland, he was a professional golfer from nineteen to twenty-four, making his money from coaching at a local club. However, his dreams of wanting to be a professional player were not to be realised, so he quit coaching and began managing the club house’s bar and restaurant. This very unlikely brewery owner had also trained as a Thai boxer, managed a kids’ soft-play centre and, if his Instagram account is any indication, seems to spend a lot of his free time in the Scottish mountains. More conventionally, he also worked for BrewDog, managing their growing chain of bars until 2012, but within a couple of years had set up Small Bar in Bristol; later on, he founded Left-Handed Giant, whose light, airy taproom is located on the river in a building formerly used by Courage Brewery. Loafing on a corner at the top of King Street, which has been called the city’s ‘craft beer quarter’, Small Bar was originally a late-night cocktail bar called Sublime, which Gray visited when he knew it was for sale (‘the lager was shite’, he told me). Six weeks later it was his and Small Bar was born, probably one of the earliest craft beer joints in the city (though as I recall BrewDog was already thriving by then). There are two drinking areas on the ground floor and a comfy spot upstairs, while the tables and chairs are decidedly post-modernist in their stripped wood sensuality; the floors are Desperate Dan granite-jawed stone. Meanwhile barrels are handily placed as tables to congregate around in the main bar. It’s very urban and very hip and you might think that its seasonal nature would be bypassed. Not so, as Gray explained to me when we met.

‘King Street takes on a real warm charm as the autumn sets in,’ he said as I expressed my delight at a glass of Left-Handed Giant’s Cheeseburger Cavalry pale ale. ‘Nearby Queen Square becomes quieter and people move indoors, huddling round the tables and enjoying drinking beer by candlelight. I feel like Small Bar is built to drink in on dark and windswept evenings, with the warm wood and comfortable corners inviting people in to hide from the world. During the summer we just have the entire street taken over by our customers as they sit outside enjoying the sunshine. By autumn time this flips round and our library is the busiest spot with its comfy chairs and low ceilings.’

Let us now indulge in the might and majesty of winter. Christmas comes but once a year, as do those who don’t think to visit the pub the rest of the time. Confidences and cards are exchanged, the manly handshake and the careful hug: some say that they didn’t know barley wine was still being brewed, while others plump for an imperial stout or two and wish they had been more circumspect when morning breaks. Winter is the time when a pub becomes both a fortress and a cave of solitude in which to retire from the darkness outside, unless you are there in the weeks before Christmas. In the run-up to our festive times, it also becomes a stage as regulars, and those popping in for one on the way home or maybe just because they feel like it, are enchanted by the twinkle of cheap lights, the warm hug of mulled wine and a general sense of pre-festivity geniality. Strangers talk with strangers, laugh and tell bad jokes and generally act as if life was good for them (sometimes though it is the opposite and there may be tears before closing time). Then comes Christmas Day and, if the pub is open, it is a special day for both licensees and pub-goers, with one licensee telling me that, ‘the most memorable time here is Christmas Day. I open from 11 a.m. until 3 p.m. – it’s got to be the day when people are happiest or at least at peace with the world and very grateful to be at the pub. I buy the regulars a drink and put some bar snacks out. All in all, each season brings something special and interesting to this industry.’

Then, with the speed and surprise of a hawk swooping on its prey, the extra-dark days of January are with us. The pub is quieter as people wait to pay for Christmas and decide to do something about the amount of food and drink they consumed over Christmas and New Year. Siren voices from the we-know-what-is-good-for-you brigade urge us to have a dry one without a single thought for the predicament of the pub. This is the hardest time of the year for these establishments and the mood is mirrored by some not opening for part of the week while others try to drum up support with events that no one really wants to take part in. This is the pub at its most solemn and those that sit in its cloistered surrounds might wonder if their local will make it through the year. But as Pete Tiley told us, a boom of a summer means there is cash in the bank to get through this early part of dry January. Then we return to the pub in February and it starts to fire up its engine.

However, we have to move on to March, and spring emerges sprightly and spirited from around the corner with its luminous evenings and the return of bank holidays, when the pub once again becomes the centre of attention. Even though the north wind can still blow and often bring flurries of snow, sending everyone back inside, there is a sense within the pub of better days ahead. This is a time when licensees look to brighten up their establishments, to draw themselves out of the cocoon of winter, and open the windows into the essential soul of their establishment. Flower baskets swing in the gentle breezes, while the evenings see drinkers extend the time they spend in the pub as it comes back to life following winter’s torpidity. This is the time when licensees take a long hard look at the pub and somehow its appearance changes to chime with the lightness and luminosity of the new season. This is a case of the mood of the pub becoming more frivolous perhaps, lighter-hearted, more open to the world. It becomes more sociable, more optimistic, as the dark demonic beers of the winter months are replaced by lighter, more sprightly beers. Perhaps those who have maintained a sentinel watch during the winter can become slightly irritated as new faces show up, but a pub, as well as being a spiritual part of a community, is also a business and all licensees have to adapt to seasonal changes.

Why do I and many others love the joy, the exuberance, the soul-touching nature, the easiness and the comfortableness of those pubs that change from season to season, a transformation that takes place as effortlessly as an orchestra changes tempo during the rendition of a symphony? Pubs that change with the weather (shall I wear a coat, have you got a hat?), with the length of the days, with the shades of light and with the kind of beers on sale, reach out to us and can be a symbol of hope in our restless, anxiety-ridden world, especially in a time when climate change is happening. Not only are we experiencing extreme weather events (and I write these words in a cool living room hiding from the ferocity of an unusual August heatwave), but some climatologists believe that even though the UK still has four identifiable seasons, they are blurring into each other. This then means that the metamorphosis the pub undergoes throughout the seasons is a link to a time when we were much surer about what characterizes each season. It’s a similar boost to the imagination, as well as a comfort, that some people get when they read of a snowy Christmas in the past, something very few of us now experience.

Back in the late 1980s, when I lived in London and kept a detailed journal, the pages throughout the summer are full of gripes about the wet and cool weather and a longing for sunny days. We might get sunnier summers now but the consequence of this is droughts, hosepipe bans and woodland fires, so sitting outside a pub watching the world go by helps you forget the true state of the world for a while (you could say that this suspension of reality has been the purpose of the pub since its early days). Returning to the late 1980s, I think of a good friend of mine, sadly now dead, who went to work as an English teacher in Barcelona. He came back to the UK for a visit and naturally we went to the pub. He was eulogising about Barcelona, hands waving about as he conjured up images of small bars that seemed rooted in a sense of timelessness, the hustle and bustle of Las Ramblas and the general sense of goodwill and easy living that Barcelona thrust upon his soul. However, there was one thing he missed about home, he said, and these were the seasons. Barcelona only seemed to have two seasons and he missed the change from summer to autumn to winter and to spring so much. This is why a pub or bar that changes with the seasons is such a magnet and a crucial place for our well-being. It is steadfast and a standing point of reference in a changing world and an essential journey to be undertaken by anyone whose heart beats that little bit faster upon stepping into the confines of a favourite pub.
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