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			Dedication

			For Liz,

			and for her membership of my local working men’s club,

			which is equal to my own.

		

		
			Epigraphs

			‘There is no true civilization, no true and lasting prosperity, unless the condition of the mass of people steadily improves, not only in material comfort or in security from destitution, but in all that makes life valuable.’

			The 20th Annual Report of the Club and Institute Union, 1883

			‘I toyed with the idea of playing Ravel’s “Pavane pour une infante defunte” but I couldn’t remember if it’s a tune or a Latin prescription for piles.’

			Les Dawson

		

		
			PART ONE

			THE SOUTH

		

		
			1

			The Club and Me

			Staincross Working Men’s Club, Barnsley

			One of my earliest memories is of being held in someone’s arms, in a space that glowed.

			I know the memory is authentic because it’s disjointed and incoherent, a bunch of sensory hollers from before I was old enough to link them together into a sequence that made narrative sense. It was mostly just colours and lights.

			That’s why it stands out.

			When I was little, an oil crisis and a miners’ strike combined to create power shortages and a three-day working week across Britain. I can just about remember winter nights when the black-and-white telly would snap off and the candles were lit.

			For much of my childhood, the landscape was shades of black and grey, even when the lights were on. When I was born, in Barnsley, South Yorkshire, the town and its scattered satellite villages still owed their existence and modest prosperity to coal mining. We were promised they always would. At the bottom of our street squatted the ‘muckstack,’ a charcoal mountain of slag clawed out of the ground on the way to the rich coal seams beneath. It greeted us when we opened the living room curtains each morning, like a negative of the photo of an alp. Above the muckstack, the Pennine sky was a grey shell that rarely cracked. Our houses were (it turned out later) built of beautiful golden sandstone, but the soot from our chimneys had long since blackened them, as black as the faces of the miners when they came to the surface at the end of each shift. I’m conscious of the danger of laying this on too thick, but the main road that ran parallel to our street, connected to it umbilically by soot-blacked terraces, was actually called Blacker Road. This, then, was the stereotypical North, where, as The KLF reminded us years later, it was always grim.

			And that’s why Christmas blazed so brightly.

			In places like Barnsley, the contrast between normality and Christmas was tuned so high, the colours bled. My proto-memory is of a large room in which every flocked wall, every inch of Artexed ceiling, is exploding with hanging decorations industrially cut from metallic paper. Technicolor tinsel drips from every corner and ledge. Perhaps there are fairy lights. Possibly – suicidally – it might be candles. But everywhere there is light, and every surface catches this light, refracts and multiplies it, until the air itself shines.

			As a toddler, I have no concept of alcohol, no understanding of its power to liberate, no idea why we are here in this place. But I see it as a magical grotto that I never want to leave. (I might be embellishing now, but I think I bawl my head off when we eventually do). For the rest of my life, I will always scorn minimalist, supposedly tasteful, colour-coordinated Christmases, and regard any naked branch, wall or mirror in late December as an aesthetic and moral failing.

			This wonderland transforms the people within it. Throughout my childhood, adults were stony-faced. Cracking a grin seemed like surrender, as if someone had breached their defences. When they spoke to each other they diverted their eyes to the sideboard or the mantelpiece. So to my infant eyes, the true miracle of the shining room is that now they are in it, these same people laugh. Faces that are usually lined and grey are now shiny and red. They lock eyes as they laugh. They are ostentatious in their generosity. The women are gorgeous in their long frocks, dangly earrings and blue eye shadow, and the men are open and warm, thawed out in the midst of the winter chill.

			My childhood was not a happy one, and Christmas memories like these stand out as brief moments when everything was OK and everyone was bright and sparkling.

			For a long time, I used to associate this first memory of what turned out to be Christmas with the pub. But as I grew older and began visiting the local pubs myself, I could never figure out which one it could have been. Obviously, the décor would have changed over the decades, but even accounting for the difference in scale perceived by a tiny person in an adult’s arms and a gawky teenager, my magical glowing place had been much bigger than any of the boozers in our village, or even in the town centre. My dad has been dead for a long time now, and there’s no reason why he’d remember one random Christmas from the late sixties or early seventies even if he was still around to ask. But thinking back, my parents hardly ever went to the pub at all. My dad, on the rare occasions when he drank, was a clubman.

			***

			Words are powerful. When you look at who controls their meanings, you can see where the power in a society lies.

			Take ‘clubman,’ for example. Ask someone in the North what a clubman is, and they’ll tell you it’s a bloke who tends to do their drinking in a club – working men’s club, social club, ex-servicemen’s club, Labour club, whatever – rather than a pub. Ask an affluent, well-connected person in the South, and a clubman is a member of a gentlemen’s club.

			Fine – some words have different associations for different groups of people: Mecca is either a chain of bingo halls or the most holy city in Islam, depending on your point of view. But the Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘clubman’ as ‘a man who is a member of a gentlemen’s club’ – and that’s it, no possibility of a double-meaning. This is revealing of, at best, a profound ignorance of the reach and impact of the working men’s club movement, and at worst, a deep institutional bias against the history and interests of the working class.

			Likewise, ask a grizzled, veteran stand-up comedian, or a singer and TV personality such as Tom Jones or Jane McDonald what ‘clubland’ is, and they’ll tell you it’s a circuit of working men’s clubs, mainly in the north of England. Ask the internet, and it’s ‘St James’s, an area of Westminster in London where many gentlemen’s clubs were located,’ with no mention of its working-class equivalent.

			Members of gentlemen’s clubs tend to be influential people – aristocrats, politicians, and men at the top of the business, professional, and military worlds. So, of course, they get written about – in history, academia, memoirs, even novels: Phileas Fogg famously circumnavigates the globe in eighty days using Pall Mall’s Reform Club as his start and finish point. There are enough books about the upper-class version of clubland to fill a small library. While the term ‘gentlemen’s club’ is now, hilariously, used more often as an attempt to paint a veneer of respectability onto strip clubs and lap-dancing bars, London’s lofty version of clubland is familiar to millions who would never actually be allowed through its doors.

			However, if you want to read something about working men’s clubs, you’re going to struggle. There’s Clubmen, an official history of the Club and Institute Union (CIU) written by George Tremlett and published in 1988; a self-published book by academic and lifelong club-goer Ruth Cherrington from 2012; and a hard-to-find history workshop pamphlet from 1971. Throw in two or three academic papers, an unpublished PhD thesis and the odd chapter in a sociology textbook from the seventies, and that’s pretty much it. Of this collection, only Ruth’s book is commercially available at the time of writing.

			Does this imbalance, this domination of the idea of ‘clubland’ and ‘clubmen’ by the upper-class versions of those words, reflect the relative social and cultural importance of working men’s clubs versus gentlemen’s clubs?

			Hardly.

			At their height, there were around 400 gentlemen’s clubs in London. The total membership of these clubs is not known, but let’s be generous and say that in total it ran to the tens of thousands. Hell, let’s pretend it’s Christmas and say, for the sake of argument, that the membership of gentlemen’s clubs at its peak topped 100,000. Or even 200,000 – but that’s probably getting a bit silly.

			At the time I was being held in all that colour and light, working men’s clubs and social clubs were at their peak. In 1974, there were 4,033 clubs affiliated to the CIU, and at least as many again that were not affiliated to the Union. Over 4 million people – 10 per cent of the UK’s adult population at that time – were members of at least one CIU club, with thousands more on waiting lists. Each of these working men’s clubs had an impact not just on its members, but also their families, their wider communities, even the social life and popular culture of the nation, that far outstripped that of the comfortable colonnades where men of influence relaxed with the Daily Telegraph.

			Today, this clubland peak – the peak of the real clubland, the one that matters – is frozen in time. In the popular imagination, if the gentlemen’s club belongs to the late Victorians, the working men’s club remains stranded forever in the mid-1970s, the preserve of dinner-suited comedians doing dodgy gags about ‘the wife’s mother’ to a smoke-filled room of flat-capped men swilling pints of bitter and munching chicken in a basket, their wives beside them growing impatient for the bingo.

			This stereotype may be accurate, as most stereotypes are. But it’s also hopelessly incomplete. Safely in the past, and resolutely working class, this one-dimensional cliché gives us permission to laugh at the working men’s club, and to kick down at previous generations of members who didn’t define themselves by the brands they wore, couldn’t name a single Instagram influencer or had never eaten sushi.

			It’s a stereotype that seems to have prevented any serious mainstream consideration of a movement that’s now 160 years old and has had a profound impact on millions of lives, quietly shaping the cultural fabric of Britain in ways that still resonate today. As soon as you start to dig, it’s frankly weird how little clubs are mentioned in books on Victorian leisure habits, or books celebrating everything important about the north of England, or books on what it means to be working class. Clubs had a far bigger and broader impact in the UK than, for example, the Cooperative Movement, which deservedly has page after page of books devoted to it on a cursory Amazon search.

			And it’s not like we haven’t tried.

			Ruth Cherrington spent a decade trying to get her book on the history of working men’s clubs published before deciding to do it herself. I failed to interest publishers in the idea for this book for fifteen years before finally being introduced to the only one that saw its value. The rejections, all from London-based publishers, were always based on the same assumption: only old people in the north of England would be interested in reading about working men’s clubs. And the problem with that is, they continued, old people in the north of England don’t read.

			Beneath the surface of the obvious issues with this statement, there lurks a telling insight into how we perceive the difference between history and nostalgia.

			History is important. It helps us understand who we are, where we came from and how we got here. Only by knowing the past can we make sense of the present and prepare for the future.

			We care about history so much it has become the battleground for present-day culture wars: removing a statue is erasing our history. ‘Rewriting history’ is a sacrilegious act.

			Nostalgia, meanwhile, is the junk food, empty-calorie version of history. We look back to find comfort in the warm glow of a past that probably never existed in the first place, at least not as the golden light of nostalgia illuminates it. Nostalgia tells us nothing useful about the past, seeks to escape the present, and to resist the future.

			For years, when I mentioned to someone that I was interested in writing a history of the working men’s club movement, what they heard is that I wanted to embark on an exercise in nostalgia. A history of working men’s clubs is, by definition, not proper history – it has nothing to offer the reader beyond prompting fond reminiscences of scampi and chips, Federation Bitter and Marti Caine. Like, say, a history of pubs, or fish and chips, the subject is not important enough to count as ‘proper’ history. It’s primarily northern and working class, and because of that, it can’t tell us anything useful about who we are, where we’re from, or how we got here.

			It’s not just working men’s clubs that fall foul of this bias: Professor Stephen Earnshaw, author of The Pub in Literature, and Professor John K Walton, author of Fish and Chips & the British Working Class, 1870–1940, both describe in their respective books how they were ridiculed by their peers for choosing these as serious areas of study. The latter even ended up in Private Eye’s ‘Pseud’s Corner,’ for daring to suggest that the foodways of working-class people in the early twentieth century was a valid area for a social historian to study.

			This intellectual bias against the culture of the working classes is itself an integral theme that runs through the entire story of the working men’s club movement – in fact, the whole story starts there, with middle-class people looking down on the ‘lower classes’ and their leisure habits, and failing to see anything they could recognise as culture or worthwhile leisure pursuits. So it’s not surprising that this bias still exists today. When right-wing tabloids create a moral panic over a new form of dance music or portray young working-class people as drunken louts terrifying town centres, they’re doing the same thing they’ve been doing since the 1820s, sometimes – as we’ll see – even using the same language.

			Outside academia, it’s not surprising that clubs are dismissed, given that the few references to them anyone might see invariably freeze them at their 1970s peak. The flat cap and slopping bitter image of clubs has been stamped onto the minds of every living generation – if they have any image of clubs at all – first by older relatives who were clubmen and women, then by distant memories of the Wheeltappers and Shunters Social Club, which both celebrated and pilloried club culture on prime time TV between 1974 and 1977, and finally by Peter Kay’s Phoenix Nights – a portrayal of club life in decline that absolutely had fondness at its heart, but allowed its audience to laugh at the characters portrayed at least as much as with them.

			The irony is, the story of the working men’s club movement doesn’t start in the North at all, and it takes quite a while to get there. Both for southerners who look down their noses at the real clubland, and northerners who regard clubland as part of their identity, it’s going to be galling to learn that the foundation and early history of the working men’s club movement was overwhelmingly centred not amid the mills of Lancashire or Yorkshire’s pits, but in the salons and coffee houses of London.

			This is not just another example of London grabbing everything that matters and keeping it for itself. While clubs would go on to thrive around the pitheads, factories and furnaces of the North, London was the hellish laboratory where clubs were first perceived as necessary – in full, close-up view of a ruling class that had conflicting emotions about the new, industrialised workforce they had created.

			I first became fascinated by working men’s clubs while researching my first book, Man Walks into a Pub. I was tracing the history of licensing regulations and how they affected the evolution of the pub. In 1872, Gladstone’s Liberal government introduced a Licensing Act that forced pubs to close from midnight in London (and 11pm elsewhere) until 6am. These restrictions were applied to the pubs where the working classes drank, but not to gentlemen’s clubs. This hypocrisy let to rioting and attacks on clubs, and the eventual fall of Gladstone’s government.

			The working men’s club movement was a decade old at this time, still small and struggling, and not really on the nation’s radar. If it had been, the 1872 Licensing Act might have been worded a little differently. It didn’t specify between different kinds of clubs, just stating that private members’ clubs, because they were private, were exempt from the rules that applied to public houses. Working men’s clubs pointed out that they, too, were private members’ clubs, and should therefore be subject to the same rules as the gentlemen’s clubs of St James’s. Licensing authorities and judges were faced with a simple legal choice: recognise the equivalence of working men’s clubs or change the law so that their own clubs would be subject to the same rules as pubs. Working men’s clubs were duly recognised as being subject to club rather than pub regulations. While this ruling would be challenged many times over the next century and a half – not least by the breweries that owned the pubs – clubs found self-sufficiency through the profits on beer sold when pubs had to close, and their numbers boomed.

			I loved this victorious defiance, at a time when the working classes had to fight for every scrap from the table, when people were transported or even executed for campaigning for every single right and comfort we now take for granted. It gave me the first inkling that there was something more to working men’s clubs, that this was a social and cultural movement through which the working classes defined themselves, protected themselves and improved themselves.

			Clubs were run by committees elected by and for their members. Downtrodden working men gained roles and responsibilities that allowed them to prove they weren’t thick or incompetent, that they could run organisations with turnovers to rival those of some of the companies they worked for. Clubs offered dignity and status, cohesion and vital support to communities decades before the welfare state arrived.

			And yes, they also sold cheap beer, and blokes went to clubs and got pissed on it, but maybe not as much as the stereotypes suggest. There are apparent contradictions in the story of working men’s clubs, because they were more than one thing. In fact, at their conception, the whole point of clubs was that they were intended as a sober alternative to the pub. The founder of the working men’s club movement, Henry Solly, wrote at the time of the foundation of the Working Men’s Club and Institute Union in 1862: ‘The Club Rooms in every locality will form the strongest counter-action to the allurements of the Public House. The desire for social enjoyment and the love of excitement are the impulses that habitually drive the Working Classes to visit the Beer Shop … Until there shall be established in every locality an institution that shall meet these instincts with superior attractions, but without temptations to evil, it is unreasonable to expect a great diminution in the drinking customs of the working population.’

			Compare that to what Les Dawson wrote a century later in A Card for the Clubs, the semi-autobiographical story of the rise and fall of stand-up comedian Joe King (geddit?) Here’s ‘Joe,’ peering through the curtains as he’s about to go onstage in one of Solly’s salubrious club rooms: ‘Friday night at any club, as artists knew, was idiot night. Morons in expensive suits sat in male-dominated groups, bleary-eyed and drunk, heckling the “Turns” and lurching to the gents despite the fact of an artist performing on stage. Good manners and decorum are totally unknown to these ignoramuses, who, unfortunately, were necessary to a club’s survival economically.’

			Solly was keenly aware of the apparent contradiction. Reflecting on his achievements towards the end of his life, he complained that there were two popularly held views of the working men’s club. One, as ‘a severe institute, wherein are gathered aesthetic miners, weavers, bootmakers or others, in continuous discussion of the Higher Criticism of the Greek Plays,’ and two, ‘mere dens in which besotted workmen horde in order to drink to excess and to greater depths than would be tolerated in a public-house.’

			Neither, he argued, was fair nor true. Maybe they’re not true as absolutes, as static, binary opposites. But I’d say each represents something true about the working-class condition. ‘Making something of yourself’ is far from being a universal characteristic of communities where Tall Poppy Syndrome is rife, but it’s not unknown, and it doesn’t just mean getting out and going to university, like I did. It could mean a route into local politics via the club committee, or becoming a famous singer, snooker player, magician or comedian. The story of clubland is the story of people making things better for themselves on their own terms rather than terms dictated to them from above, in ways Henry Solly never quite understood.

			But at the same time, the uncomplicated joy of blind escapism is a necessary antidote to monotonous drudgery. Working men’s clubs rose at a time when workers were starting to gain some basic rights and a disposable income, but the jobs they did were often physically demanding and boring. So what if they’d rather see a comedian than a lecture on monopoly capitalism? That didn’t mean they were thick: it just meant they wanted to relax in their precious leisure time.

			I find myself pulled in both directions. As a teenager, I desperately wanted to escape the confines of Mapplewell and Staincross, the merged villages five miles north-west of Barnsley where I lived between the ages of six and eighteen. I wanted to ‘better’ myself, to learn about drama and literature and find out what ‘aesthetics’ meant. I was frequently teased – or worse – for it. And yet, now I’m a middle-class writer, I’ve ended up writing mainly about pubs and beer because I adore that escapism, that first crisp pint on a Friday night, the loosening of shackles, and the democratic freedom of a holiday spent on a lounger in the sun with no obligation to visit the local museums or galleries.

			Clubs spanned the whole range between these two positions, from intellectual stimulation to a few pints with your mates. The problem for both them and me was that, like most people my age, I had no idea they did.

			***

			My dad and I had an awkward relationship. When I was growing up, neither of us really understood the other. The best thing he ever did for me was to take me to join the village library. He followed this up brilliantly when I was 10 years old, by persuading them to let me take books out from the adults’ section because I’d read everything that interested in me in the kids’ section. But he couldn’t fathom why I always read ‘them thick books’ instead of sticking to the pulp cowboy novels and comics about the Second World War that he taught me to read with. At fourteen, when I started bringing broadsheet newspapers home after my paper round, they formed a barrier between us that was both physical and relational.

			After I left for university – another decision that confounded him – we each independently started to look for ways to grow closer. I hadn’t become the man he had wanted me to be on his watch, but I became a man anyway, and I returned home during university holidays and stood before him, a beer drinker and an adult male. So he asked me if I wanted to go with him to the club.

			For most of the time when I was a kid, Dad worked overtime at weekends. But by the time I was a student, the overtime had dried up and he had free hours he was forced to spend outside work. He’d joined the Mapplewell Ex-Servicemen’s Club – ‘The Tin Hat’ – mainly for their Saturday fishing trips. But he got on with the blokes on the boats and started going down to the club on a Sunday lunchtime while dinner was being prepared – a rite that was observed by a large percentage of the northern male population at that time.

			Like most men, Dad wore his suit and tie to the club. But under his jacket he wore a jumper, because if tha just went art in thi shirt sleeves tha’d catch thi dee-ath o’ cold. Mum knitted all Dad’s jumpers and she was very fond of big chunky patterns, so Dad’s thick Arran cardie made his jacket look a little bulky and odd. Standing next to him dressed head to toe in black, my bootlace tie beneath my RAF greatcoat, my hair in a rockabilly quiff dyed blond on top, I thought at the time that he was the one who looked ridiculous.

			His mates acknowledged me without really engaging with me, and I wonder now if he’d cleared it with them in advance or sprung me on them unawares. ‘What’s tha do, then?’ one finally asked, about the third time I was there.

			‘I’m at college,’ I said proudly (‘college’ being the catch-all term for any education after the age of sixteen. You just didn’t say the word ‘university’).

			‘What’s tha study?’

			This was brilliant. A follow-up question! A real conversation with the lads. ‘Management Studies,’ I replied proudly.

			An embarrassed silence fell immediately around the table. After a while, one of the other blokes, without lifting his eyes from his pint of John Smith’s, muttered, ‘Tha can’t study management.’

			And that was the end of it. I was never invited to the Tin Hat again. Dad and I never mentioned it again. I see now that even if tha could study management, tha didn’t if tha wanted to go to t’club. If my appearance hadn’t been enough, my words had marked me out as an outsider. I’d embarrassed my dad. Even though I grew up three streets from here and was still living on a fraction of what these men earned, I was already a middle-class wanker.

			But I still hadn’t quite got the message.

			The following year, I stayed away during the Easter holidays, but was back in Barnsley for the summer, looking for a job to tide me over the sixteen-week break. By now, I was working behind the bar in the Niblick during term time at St Andrews, so when the woman in the job centre in Barnsley actually laughed in my face when I asked if there were any summer jobs for students, I looked for bar work.

			I found it in Staincross Working Men’s Club. No one knows really where Staincross and Mapplewell bleed into each other, but they sit on the southern side of a steep hill. Staincross is definitely the top of the hill, and Mapplewell is definitely the bottom. The Tin Hat was right at the bottom, just off the busy junction of Four Lane Ends, where all the shops are. Staincross Club was close to the top of New Road, which ran to the peak of the hill, in an otherwise residential part of the village(s). The club had just been rebuilt, the building finished a few weeks ago, and they needed new bar staff for the opening night. I was the only applicant with any previous bar experience, and I was one of about six new staff who were taken on.

			The beer pumps were metered, so that instead of opening a tap, pouring beer and closing the tap when the glass was full, you pressed a button once and exactly half a pint came out. You pressed it again, and another half-pint came out. The glasses were over-sized with a pint mark about an inch down from the rim, so that if the beer was a bit feisty, there was room for a good head of foam without you losing any beer and having to top it up.

			I’d never seen this system before, and no one explained it to us before our first shift, so the first time I poured a pint I pressed the button and kept it held down, the glass slightly tilted, until the pint was almost full, when I straightened the glass, gave the beer a perfect head that sat exactly between the pint line and the rim of the glass, and smiled as I passed it over the bar. My smile froze as I noticed that beer was still flowing from the tap, and I was soon standing in a widening, deepening pool of Stones Bitter.

			‘What’s tha done?’

			The bar manager came over as the other staff got out of the way of the flood.

			‘Your beer pump’s broken,’ I replied.

			They’d never had any other kind of dispense in New Road Club, so it didn’t occur to anyone that the most experienced member of staff on shift might be so clueless as to not know how the beer tap worked. ‘Be more careful next time’ was the only advice I got. It took two or three more goes for me to figure out what had gone wrong, and the rest of the evening to mop up.

			I recovered from this and went on to increasingly enjoy the job over the next few weeks. I was fascinated by the queuing system in front of the bar that was enforced by metal railings, a form of crowd control more recognisable from stadium concerts or demonstrations. The punters didn’t seem to mind it: they queued quietly, stoically, minds elsewhere, until it was their turn to ask for ‘Two pints o’ Stones’s, luv.’ (I’m sure I must have served other drinks apart from Stones Bitter at some point, but I can’t remember specifically doing so). I got on well with the customers and had a bit of the banter that marks out a successful bar person from someone just enduring their shift. But I did confuse people, until one man broached the subject many of them had been pondering.

			‘Whee’t’frum?’ asked the old bloke in his seventies from under his flat cap as I handed him his pint of Stones.

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Wheer. Ter. Frum?’ he enunciated, a little more clearly and loudly, as if to a foreigner.

			Oh, where are you from! ‘Braithwaite Street,’ I answered.

			‘No! Not like that. Wheer ter frum original, like?’

			‘Braithwaite Street. I grew up there. Since I was nine.’

			‘What tha’ talkin’ like that for then?’

			‘Oh! I’ve been away.’

			To this day, when I meet people for the first time, they remark on how much of my accent I’ve retained. Many professional contacts hear me speak over the phone or Zoom and assume I still live in Barnsley because they find it so strong. Back then, when I’d just about started to lose the tiniest bit of glottal stop and inadvertently introduced one or two diphthongs, New Road Club found me an exotic creature.

			It was clear that, however capable and friendly I was, I didn’t quite fit. After about three weeks I walked a female member of bar staff home and we lingered for a while on the swings near her house. (Neither she nor anyone else told me about her boyfriend). I told her I was a student, home for four months, but heading back to Scotland in October. It was still only early July, so that was ages away.

			The next day, when I turned up for my shift, the bar manager took me outside. ‘I’ve had to let one go, so I’ve had to let thee go.’

			‘Oh. Right. You’re firing the only member of your staff with any previous experience. Um … why me?’

			He stared at me and said nothing. I thought of some possible reasons why and mumbled them on his behalf. He said nothing more, simply stood and looked me in the eye until I turned and walked away, and I never set foot in New Road Club again, not even to say goodbye to everyone, until a few months ago.

			That was the moment when I realised I wouldn’t be going back home to Barnsley after I graduated. I never even went back during the holidays again, staying in St Andrews and going full-time in the Niblick instead. The Tin Hat, and now New Road Club, had made it clear that I didn’t belong in Mapplewell and/or Staincross anymore, if I ever had.

			***

			Ken Green’s early association with Working Men’s Clubs was very different from mine, mainly because he’s twenty years older than me. He was born in Cudworth (Cud’orth) about five miles east of Staincross. By the time I was flooding the bar and confusing the locals, he was secretary of his local Working Men’s Club. He’s now the general secretary of the Club and Institute Union, as well as being secretary of the South Yorkshire branch.

			‘The first thing me dad gave me when I were eighteen is me Associate and Pass Card,’ Ken tells me over the phone. ‘And that were fifty years ago. I’ve been involved in the club movement ever since. That rarely happens these days. Kids around here’ll go out on a Friday night and blow a couple of hundred quid in one go, and then they’ll stop in for the rest of the week.’

			The difference between the then newly legal Ken and the eighteen-year-old drinkers in Barnsley town centre today is stark. You’d expect it to be, with over half a century separating them. But talking to Ken makes me realise my generation was closer to today’s than to his. Okay, so when we went out our idea of a big night was twenty quid rather than £200, but my dad never gave me membership to the Tin Hat when I turned eighteen, even though I hadn’t yet made a fool of myself in front of his mates. I doubt it ever occurred to him, but if it had, he would probably have realised that I didn’t want it. And it wasn’t just me.

			By that point, I was becoming increasingly distant from the lads I’d played with in the street when I was growing up and spending more time with other people who were staying on at school and hoping to go to university. The Talbot in Mapplewell had a pub quiz on Wednesdays so the clever kids made that our local. The last few times I hung out with the kids from the street, we’d swapped hide-and-seek for going into the leather and chrome-decked theme pubs in the centre of town. These two friendship groups were very different from each other, and me and Mark Bedford were the only overlap between them. But in 1986, not a single person in either group so much as raised the possibility that we might all become members of the Tin Hat, New Road Club, or either of the other two clubs that then existed in Staincross and Mapplewell. It’s not that we disliked the clubs or what they stood for: for us, they didn’t stand for anything. It simply never occurred to us that they were worth thinking about.

			Why though? This was when clubs were at their very peak, just on the cusp of decline, and I was growing up in their heartland. A sociological study of clubs in Huddersfield, just 17 miles across the hills, was published in 1968, the year I was born. At that time the town boasted seventy clubs, but in the words of the author, ‘there is nothing here on the scale that takes place in South Yorkshire.’ One drinker describes to him the nature of clubs in the coalfields: ‘Ah were at a club in Barnsley at ten to two one day, and Ah thought the barman had gone mad. He started drawing pints and he went on until he had over a hundred standing on the bar. Then the miners came in. Straight back it went – to wash the coal dust out of their throats. Only four of them stayed.’

			The 1984–85 miners’ strike ended just before I turned seventeen. The closure of the pits would eventually destroy Barnsley’s club life just as it destroyed so many other aspects of the community, but in 1986, the effect hadn’t yet kicked in. The clubs were still going strong. And yet my generation of 18-year-olds was the first in the heart of clubland to turn our backs. We were part of the clubs’ demise, and looking back as this project took shape, I didn’t understand why. Was it me? Or was it the clubs?

			***

			People like me are often described as ‘professional northerners,’ our crime being that we’re always banging on about where we came from, never letting anyone forget for a second. It’s a curiously specific insult – you never hear someone described as a ‘professional Londoner’ or ‘professional Oxford graduate,’ despite these people being at least as eager to share their backgrounds as northerners supposedly are. The only group it’s OK to insult in this way are northerners, and the people who call us ‘professional northerners’ are those who would consider themselves our ‘betters.’ Northerners who stay in the North and keep their heads down are fine. The Professional Northerner is someone who got out of the North and attempted to mix it with the Oxbridge graduates and Londoners. Those of us who dare to keep some of our accent and share our lived experience with others, just like people from any other background do, are somehow transgressing social norms.

			It hits home for me, because coming from a northern working-class background, leaving that upbringing behind and then trying to write about it from an outside perspective, is a complex, guilt-ridden process. In The Uses of Literacy, Richard Hoggart – a working-class boy from Leeds who became a brilliant academic – argues that middle-class writers approach the working class either with too much of a romantic hue or too much caricaturing of what he describes as the ‘salty’ aspects of working-class life. (While most of what Hoggart has to say applies to working-class people anywhere in Britain, his focus remains largely on the North). Hoggart then goes on to say that being a writer of working-class origin, coming back to write about that origin from a current perspective, carries its own temptations to error. ‘I am from the working classes and feel even now both close to them and apart from them,’ he writes. While he has a deeper understanding of the subject than a total outsider, he feels a constant inner pressure to ‘make the old much more admirable than the new, and the new more to be condemned, than my conscious understanding of the material gave me grounds for.’

			The working men’s club, for me, symbolises the break between me and my background. I rejected the clubs, and the clubs rejected me. Now, attempting to write about clubs, I must re-examine this break with my past and recognise that I’m not an impartial observer. The clubs helped make me what I am and my feelings towards them are complex. I resent them. I want to reconnect with them. I’m sad about their demise but did nothing to stop it. I think as institutions they can represent the very best of the working class but that’s a class I chose to leave. I’m an unreliable narrator, with a conflict of interest, of a book I’ve spent fifteen years wanting to write.

			***

			I eventually joined a working men’s club when I turned fifty, the same age as some of the younger men I briefly served at New Road. My club is the Mildmay on Newington Green, north-east London. It used to be known as the Mildmay Radical Club, famous in its day as part of the East End Radical Club movement that would eventually become a pillar of the fledgling Labour movement. Today, the Mildmay serves craft beer and holds jazz concerts, and has writers, teachers and people who work for the BBC on its committee. Some of the older members grumble about the ‘yuppies’ who have taken over. The area had gentrified over the last forty years, and if that’s a problem, then I’m part of that, too.

			A few years ago, a faction of the old guard of the Mildmay wanted to close it and sell it for redevelopment. This was quite a common trend at the time: a club’s members are its owners, and if the membership has dwindled (and you don’t allow anyone new to join) these valuable parcels of urban land could provide a nice boost to people’s pensions.

			Their argument was that no one wanted working men’s clubs anymore. They were a relic of a previous age, when communities were different. The steady clamour from people wanting to join the club – partly just to save it – suggested otherwise. After years of trying, I finally succeeded in becoming a member, as those who got in before me widened the breach.

			Were we joining ironically? There’s a lot of that around in East London today. The Hackney Colliery Band, who I once saw, are either a jazz collective who are ‘reinventing’ the concept of the brass band for the twenty-first century, or a bunch of privileged middle-class twats culturally appropriating the musical heritage of the North for their own amusement, depending on your point of view.[1] Are we approaching working men’s clubs with the same lack of respect as this lot were showing traditional brass band music? Am I still part of the group from the ad agency I used to work for twenty years ago, going to a bingo hall to see how our target consumers lived, smirking behind our dabbers?

			As a relatively new member of the Mildmay, pulling more of my friends in behind me each time there’s a new member’s night, I don’t think so. Stoke Newington has been gentrifying for decades, and we’re all part of that process, but we all have our own point where we think ‘Right, that’s enough now, that’s just right.’ And yet it carries on, the original gentrifiers going native and joining the outcry against yet more gentrification. The Mildmay is a bulwark against that (even if older generations see us as part of the gentrification that’s ruining even that). It’s a much more pleasant space to have a beer on a Friday night than any of the loud, tinny, over-expensive pubs in Stoke Newington. You’re always bound to see someone you know. And you’re very unlikely to have your evening ruined by someone who can’t hold their drink.

			The problem the Mildmay has is that many of its new members join, and then head straight back to one of those noisy pubs instead. They like the idea of being a member of a working men’s club, even if they’d rather drink somewhere else. In the last few years, something has changed. Now, when I tell people I’m writing a history of the working men’s club movement, their eyes light up and they are genuinely interested. Every single person I discuss it with in the brewing industry is eager to tell me their stories of the characters they met when they were just starting out and they went out on the drays doing deliveries to the clubs. Anyone with any connections to the music industry wants to tell me the same apocryphal story about what happened when Shirley Bassey played Batley Variety Club. Few, if any, of these people are members of a working men’s club today. But many share similar backgrounds to me. The club is part of a life we left behind but are curious to reconnect with.

			Like the new, absentee members of the Mildmay, I suspect most of us like the idea of the working men’s club, in the same way that, according to a recent poll, a quarter of people earning over £100,000 a year describe themselves as working class. We have, until recently, enjoyed a period of unprecedented class mobility that has allowed elements from across Britain’s class system to mix and merge. Perhaps, from a safe distance, we are finally romanticising the idea of the working men’s club.

			But the reality for clubs is that they have not survived this process: there are just over 1,000 clubs left in the CIU today, and most of those are struggling. At the time of writing, just before the CIU marks its 160th anniversary, it’s hard to imagine it still being around for its 170th.

			This book, then, is an attempt to give clubs their fair due, to tell the full story of their remarkable achievements, acknowledge their flaws, and argue for their continued relevance. Founded by what George Tremlett calls ‘A group of young aristocrats and middle-class liberals,’ challenged and fought against by almost everybody, the working men’s club movement became the biggest ever working-class social movement, the largest ever British provider of live entertainment, the single biggest ever organiser of sports and games competitions, a body unlike any other in the world. For 160 years, it has given men – and, eventually, women – help and support, a voice, a place go and a place to be, and for those who wanted it, a dream, a chance to escape, to become a politician, an activist, an organiser, a writer, an entrepreneur, a champion angler, darts player or snooker player instead of – or as well as – being a miner, a steelworker, a housewife, or a hairdresser. It enabled Lynne Shepherd to become Marti Caine, Vera Welch to change into Vera Lynn, and Tommy Woodward to transform into Tom Jones.

			The story of the working men’s club movement is the story of ordinary people achieving extraordinary things. There are at least four people in this book who I had never heard of before I started researching it whose stories would make amazing movies or plays, and that’s not even counting any of the singers, comedians or sportspeople who rose to fame and stardom from their clubland roots, shaping popular entertainment as we know it today. It really is bizarre that the clubs’ role in shaping modern popular culture – not to mention society – hasn’t been told in full, that even those with a nostalgic or ironic affection for clubs are unaware of their massive importance in shaping modern Britain. As someone with one foot inside the club and one foot outside, I’m going to try to change that.

				
					[1] There has never been a colliery in Hackney, and if there ever had been, this lot would never have worked in it, so they’re not allowed to call themselves a colliery band, OK?
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			The Club and the Institute

			Reddish Working Men’s Club, Stockport, Lancashire

			Reddish Club doesn’t look like the oldest working men’s club in Britain.

			Claims like this are always hotly contested, but the consensus in clubland is that Reddish holds the title, even if its current appearance might make that seem implausible. The smart, modern, redbrick building stands on a leafy corner of two suburban streets, its ochre roof tiles giving a vaguely continental finish to resolutely English windowless brick walls. A row of slightly paler rectangles suggests there were once big windows looking out on the spacious car park, but that the club at some point had second thoughts about either the quality of the view outside, or the wisdom of letting passers-by peek within.

			You can tell the club apart from the light industrial units flanking it along Greg Street only by the sign running just below the roof line:

			WELCOME TO REDDISH WORKING MEN’S CLUB

			Established 1857

			And the faded Carling, Coors and Foster’s logos beneath.

			Next to it, a crumpled banner reads:

			Greg Street Club

			CABARET EVERY SATURDAY NIGHT

			BINGO – OPEN THE BOX – ALL WELCOME

			Live football. Function room for hire.

			If it were not for these details, you might mistake the club for the flooring services company across the road.

			The other units I passed walking here along Greg Street – the sawmill, the used car dealer, the car body repair shop and the self-storage complexes – stand in the dust of the soon-to-be-forgotten mills that long ago turned Reddish from farmland into industrial revolutionary hub. The writer Paul Morley grew up in Reddish just as its purpose was ebbing away.[1] To his eyes, it was ‘too small to be called a town, and too big to be called a village … very neatly if haphazardly laid out, small streets nicely leading to other small streets without it getting too built up, the occasional giant dingy mill turning its back on the present.’ Like the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy’s review of Earth as ‘mostly harmless,’ during Morley’s childhood, Reddish was ‘largely unassuming,’ but later acquired a ‘tired, vaguely desolate atmosphere, where nothing was destined to happen now that Manchester, and Stockport, had spread this far, because they were full, and needed somewhere to deposit their leftovers.’ It feels like it’s on the edge of the action, but a more accurate description would be that Reddish is lost in the middle of things, as if it’s slipped between the cushions in the middle of a northern sofa.

			This loss of purpose doesn’t yet seem to have spread as far as Reddish Working Men’s Club (often referred to as Greg Street Club, to avoid confusion with North Reddish WMC up the road). Inside, the main bar, lounge bar and concert room are smartly decorated, the main bar quietly busy. The Farrow-and-Balled bar counters wouldn’t look out of place in a gastropub. Chairs and banquettes are tastefully and recently upholstered: the whole place is spotless.

			Ian, the club president, and Ged, the secretary, are waiting for me in the main bar. They’re clearly proud of the place. ‘We did a big refurbishment when we were shut with Covid,’ says Ian, a fit-looking septuagenarian. ‘A lot of the members are tradesmen. They got the materials at cost and came in and did it for nowt, basically.’

			We sit down in the lounge bar with Ged, ten years Ian’s junior. Ray, another sixty-something, and Jason, no older than his late twenties, sit on the fringes of the conversation, curious to see what this here visiting writer wants.

			I explain that I’m here because this is the oldest club in the country. Everyone nods. ‘We’re not the oldest club in the CIU – Wandsworth club joined before we did,’ says Ian. ‘But we are the oldest overall. It’s a close-run thing, there are a few others that are very close. But we were around even before the CIU set up in London. When the Manchester branch opened in 1865, we were the first to join.’

			As a rule, working men’s club records tend to be murky. In the early days, record-keeping and filing were non-existent, so any information that exists has been passed down orally through generations. The central office of the CIU kept better records, but many of these were destroyed by fire in 1978.

			I suspect Ian is thinking of Walthamstow Workmen’s Club rather than Wandsworth. Though both London clubs are mentioned in the very first CIU annual report, Wandsworth is listed as a club that has ‘been established by the agency of the Union,’ whereas Walthamstow is cited as a club that was ‘already in operation’ when the Union was founded. To make matters even more confusing, in 2012, on the 150th anniversary of the CIU, the president of Walthamstow Workmen’s Club told local press that the club had in fact been formed personally by the founder of the CIU in 1862 (which it hadn’t), making it the oldest working men’s club in the country (which it wasn’t). Even while claiming to be the oldest, it was selling itself short by two years, having actually been founded in 1860. The Holbeck Club in Leeds also claims to be the oldest, despite having been founded in 1877.

			Meanwhile in 2014, the Daily Mail reported that ‘Britain’s oldest working men’s club,’ the Anstice Memorial Institute, was closing for good rather than complying with new equality legislation that required the club to admit women for the first time since it opened its doors in 1868. At no point have any of these clubs claimed to be older than Reddish; nor have they disputed Reddish’s claim to have first opened in 1857. Given the scant internet presence of most working men’s clubs, it seems likely none of them thought to check before making the claim.

			‘This is not the original site though, is it?’ I ask.

			‘No, that was further up Greg Street, right among the mills,’ says Ged.

			No one is certain exactly when the club moved here, but it was ‘after the Second World War.’ That move may have been to this site, but it wasn’t to this building. Ian shows me a picture of what seems to be a large white house at the end of a terrace. ‘That’s the car park now. When that terrace went, we built this place. Then knocked down the old one.’

			If you were trying to take the title of ‘Britain’s Oldest Club’ away from Reddish, you might try to argue that the change of location and subsequent change of building negates its claim of having been around since 1857. These are the kinds of tactics used in the parallel argument over which is Britain’s oldest pub, with about five or six different pubs staking the claim according to competing angles such as ‘There’s been a pub on this site since …’ or ‘The cellar floor dates back to …’ When I was writing Shakespeare’s Local, a six-century history of the George Inn in Southwark, South London, I was confronted by the problem of whether a pub is still the same pub if, say, it burns down and is rebuilt, or if different parts of it are replaced more slowly over time, or if it changes its name. This took me, via Sugababes, Only Fools and Horses and John Locke’s darned socks, all the way back to the philosophy of
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