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            CHAPTER 1

         

         There’s a magic to the Cornish accent. That gentle, caressing burr. All rounded edges and warm, elongated vowels. You lose yourself in it. One word and you’re disarmed. One sentence and you find yourself falling deeply, helplessly in love.

         “Why are you looking at me like that?” said Tom, a Cornish mountain of a man, 6′ 3″ tall, 6′ 4″ wide with a great bushy orange beard. A man who rows in the ocean – has tamed the savage waves with his bare hands – a man who has been known to down four litre jugs of beer, a man with calves the size of barrels, a man who throws 25kg sacks of malt around like crisp bags, who flings wooden pallets over the hand rail off the loading bay at the brew house round the back of St Austell Brewery like cheap plastic frisbees.

         “What? Yes, no, just concentrating on whatever it was you said,” I replied, dreamily.

         “OK. Right. Well. Stop looking at me like that. So we’re currently trubbing out. In the brewhouse at any moment we are normally brewing two or three beers at a time. that’s the hop back, that’s the mash tun …”

         2“You had me at trubbing out.”

         “What?”

         “I said it’s nice to be out.”

         “OK.”

         Tom attempted to explain the functioning of the St Austell brewhouse for the rest of the day. I paid little attention to what he said. I was too busy snuggling in that warm duvet of an accent. For a moment I forgot about Braslou.

         It had been a long journey to Cornwall. I met Rose when I worked as a largely unsuccessful graphic designer trapped in an office in London gradually giving up on life. My desk was a graveyard of office stationery. I hated my job. I never had much work to do but I was always behind on it. I felt trapped. I felt like I was disappearing into that coffee-stained blue swivel office seat.

         London, at first a playground when I was in my twenties, had become oppressive as I moved into my thirties. It was more and more expensive to live in, rents went up, the cost of living went up while we were in fairly low wage jobs and our salaries didn’t budge, and it’s not a city to be poor in. One morning after studying my reflection in the window of the tube train – a man who had all but given up – I realised that we had to escape somehow, before it was too late. Before we submitted to our fate. Rose and I began to plot. We’d always loved France so that became our focus. We looked on French property websites – a cider farm in Normandy, imagine that! Or an apartment in Marseille! A round of voluntary redundancies at the office and we took our chance. With the money from the redundancies, we dropped our miserable lives in London and set off for France in search of escape.

         We travelled across France for a few months until we 3found a grand old house, a bit of a wreck but beautiful, in the village of Braslou, in the Indre-et-Loire, a region on the south side of the Loire Valley in the centre of France – a countryside of gentle hills quilted in forests and striped with vineyards. I needed something to do. At first, I became a largely unsuccessful gardener, hacking my way through the gardens of the Loire Valley like an enraged chimpanzee with a rusty scythe. I then became a largely unsuccessful brewer, starting a microbrewery – Braslou Bière – in the barn of our grand old sandstone Maison de Maître. It was a fantastic time to be alive. I bought an old 1982 Peugeot J9 van, formerly an ambulance, which I would come to love as a brother. I rolled around the Loire occasionally engaging the siren, turning up to village fêtes and vineyards to sell my often poorly made beers to bemused French farmers. All to the backdrop of a 1980s power ballad playlist. We ate mountains of cheese and drank litre upon litre of cheap wine made by my friend Fred, who lived up a hill on the other side of Braslou. Children were born. Two in fact. Animals arrived in droves and left in mysterious circumstances – sheep, chickens, goats, budgies, cats, fish, rabbits, a particularly grumpy miniature horse and more sheep and of course dogs came and went. Some escaped, some were eaten by the other animals and we just replaced them with more. Life was cheap at Braslou Bière.

         And then there was Burt. Rose decided we needed a dog, and so we went to see a litter of puppies an hour or so away on the road to Le Mans. There we found Louis – noble, bright – a magnificent dog. He was perfect so we decided to take him. But when we returned to pick him up a few weeks later, with Louis leading the charge all the puppies ran to us excited. All except one. One puppy instead saw 4this as an opportunity to eat all the food while the others were distracted. One puppy slinked off in the opposite direction to the others and gorged himself. This was Arch Burt behaviour. There was an instant connection between us. Not a positive connection I should add; I could feel the animosity dripping from him like an overflowing cup, but there was an immediate connection that it seemed we couldn’t break. So not only did we take Louis, we took Burt as well and from the moment we got him, Burt tried his utmost to destroy me and everything I stood for.

         For several years the brewery lurched around the Loire from disaster to catastrophe, until finally the beer started to come out OK and, for the first time in my life, I experienced a small degree of success – bars and restaurants were selling my stock and the beer was a big hit at the local markets. We were finally earning a bit of cash. Then Covid hit and destroyed everything. We had two young children, all the ports shut and we felt trapped; suddenly the UK felt so much further away. For Rose I think this was enough. She missed the family too much and in early 2021 we decided to move back to the UK. We weren’t going to move back to the city. We would move to Cornwall, because we loved Cornwall almost as much as we loved France. A nice life on the coast. Yes, that would do it wouldn’t it?

         But then things changed. We’d decided to move back to the UK at the start of 2021 and I’d applied for a job as a brewery apprentice at the legendary St Austell Brewery in Cornwall. If I got the job we’d move to Cornwall, but I didn’t hear back from St Austell and, as the months passed, we began to favour staying in France. In fact it got to the point where we were pretty sure we were going to stay in France. In the meantime, beer sales were shooting up. 5A local campsite on the river Vienne became our biggest customer, buying hundreds of bottles a week to service a constant passing trade of cyclists touring the Loire Valley. My friend Rupert and I discussed going into business together and expanding the brewery. We found a new venue in the heart of Richelieu, the fantastic medieval town five minutes from Braslou. And then, out of the blue in the middle of summer I got a call from St Austell.

         “Fuck. Rose, they’ve offered me the job. They want me to start in a month. You think we should do it?”

         “Oh wow! Look, it’s up to you, Tommy,” said Rose.

         It wasn’t up to me. It was in her eyes. We had to go home.

         St Austell brewery down in Cornwall is special to me because they brew my favourite beer so the thought of working there was exciting. In a time where lots of breweries were going bust, St Austell was going from strength to strength.

         In the past St Austell had a poor reputation as a brewery. In the eighties they were known as St Awful, but then in 1999 Roger Ryman arrived as the new head brewer and he changed everything. He was a visionary; even though by 2021 he had passed away, his shadow remained everywhere. He’d turned the brewery’s fortunes around, taking it from a parochial Cornish enterprise to one of the most forward-thinking breweries in the country, a template for other breweries, and a brand recognised throughout the UK. And he did this by brewing great beers, like Tribute: a cask ale that rapidly became one of, if not the, biggest selling cask ale in the country. Likewise Proper Job. These are beers that that are seen in every supermarket in the country. He also created Black Square, an absolutely exceptional barrel-aged Imperial Stout and Big Job, a 7.2% IPA – effectively a Brut 6IPA way before big breweries or indeed most small breweries in this country were making beers like that. Indeed, it was Big Job, my favourite beer, that got me into brewing. I can remember distinctly that huge aroma – citrusy, bitter and dry – when I tried my first one from Padstow Farm Shop sometime in the early 2010s, when we were down there visiting Rose’s mum, and it transformed my ideas of what you could get from beer. I love that beer to this day.

         Roger Ryman was an innovator who launched a programme to grow local barley for beer. He did a million things. After he passed away, Georgina Young, another legendary brewer, became the head of brewing operations. George Young had been the first female head brewer at Fullers in London before heading to St Austell. Getting to the top of your industry is extraordinary. Being a woman and getting to the top of a traditionally male occupation like brewing, with all the grim challenges that creates, is all the more extraordinary. And Rob Orton, another fabulous brewer, was the head brewer at St Austell, so it was a great place to go.

         But by the time they’d got round to offering me the job I’d let myself believe we were staying in France and I was secretly so pleased at the thought that we might stay that when the plan flipped back to moving to the UK, it was too much.

         
             

         

         I didn’t realise it, but the move back would break my heart. It shattered it. I’d worked so hard, through so much adversity. When I started the brewery I had very little idea how to make beer and we couldn’t really speak French. And we were in the middle of French wine country. I’d endured so much, so much humiliation, so much stress, poverty, 7horror, so much fear, and then just as we finally seemed to be emerging from the storm, we had to tear the whole thing down. The whole life we’d built. We left our friends behind: Damien and Celia, who had helped us so much. Scott and Elena. Rupert and Anabelle. I think about these people all the time.

         I look back now at that time when we moved back, and I think that I wanted to stay in France so badly that I suffered some kind of psychological episode. I might still be suffering it actually. It left a scar that I still bear. I was certainly in denial. I was absolutely no use when it came to organising our return. I couldn’t bring myself to think about it.

         I think I changed the day we left – though I didn’t realise it at the time – because I was the kind of twat who thought he was invincible. Looking back, I can see I wanted to stay far more than I understood then, but at that point I was an arrogant prick. I honestly believed stuff like that didn’t touch me: dropping one life, starting another. I thought I could just roll with the punches, you know? Nothing meant that much because I wasn’t materialistic. ‘Fine, we’ll go to Cornwall. Nice place. I can adapt to anything – I’m bulletproof.’ And to be fair, when I was younger that was actually true. I could shake things off like water. But when you get older and the shadow of mortality starts creeping closer, sentimentality and belonging become thicker, heavier – like treacle sticking to you. I didn’t realise that. You can’t just shrug off an old life and begin a new one without consequence, not once the years start catching up with you. I didn’t see it until it was too late.

         We had to get rid of the animals. The budgies went to a lady in Richelieu who taught piano. I didn’t ever get the time to teach them to say an offensive phrase. That was 8one of my biggest disappointments. The chickens went to Rupert and Annabel up in the village of Luze, a mile or two on from Braslou. Bella the Cameroonian sheep had already gone by this stage. Gadget, fuck! I’ll tell you what happened to Gadget the grumpy miniature horse. We advertised him for sale, and these guys turn up right? Two girls and a bloke in their early twenties at in a little Peugeot 205. They have a good look at Gadget, one of the girls seems to form an immediate bond with him. I could tell this because he didn’t try to bite her or ram her into some spikes.

         “OK, we’ll take him,” says the guy.

         “OK, great.” I say. “When do you want to come back and get him?”

         “We’ll take him now.”

         The guy walks over to the little 205, puts one of the back seats down and opens the boot.

         “Give me a hand shoving him in.”

         And that’s what we did. the last I saw of Gadget was his pompous tan behind as I shoulder-charged him into the back of a Peugeot 205. They jumped into the car, two in the front and one in the back seat next to a horse and off they drove over to Angers or somewhere like that, a good two hours away anyway, Gadget’s head poking out of the window.

         We put the house on the market and left for Cornwall. It all happened in days.
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            CHAPTER 2

         

         That brewery though, St Austell. I mean don’t get me wrong; I love it to this day. It’s magical. But It’s ironic that I wanted out of my brewery in a falling down barn in Braslou, central France because it was completely unsuitable for its purpose and then I moved to St Austell. That place was something else.

         You see, new breweries, they’re installed in large expansive industrial units. They’re arranged on one level in linear fashion so that the process goes in one direction, from the kettle at the start, through the mash tun/lautering system to the copper, to the fermenters, to the bottling plant etc. This means that you avoid cross contamination, you don’t pump the wrong thing into the wrong vessel because it’s all in order. Everything is going one way. The wort and beer are moved along by pumps and gas.

         St Austell brewery was built in 1851 when pump technology and pressurised vessels weren’t developed. So back then the best way to move beer around was by using gravity. This meant that breweries weren’t built to be linear, instead breweries were built to operate from the top down. Consequently, St Austell brewery is a looming, 10multi-floored Victorian building going right up to a tower at the very top where the brewing process starts. From there it drops down into a rabbit warren of dark, damp, low-ceilinged little brick-walled rooms with worn tiled floors riddled with pipework, everything on a different level, hundreds of staircases, tiny doorways and corridors with puddles in them. Completely bewildering. There was probably a point where they should have cut their losses and moved into a big, shiny modern unit and installed a brand-new state of the art brewery in linear fashion. Instead, they tried to make the old Victorian building adapt. The result is pipes upon pipes upon pipes twisting across the ceilings, down the walls, round corners, through holes – everything working its way down from the mill in the old tower at the top of the building. Below this, down some unspeakably steep stairs is the mash tun – a big steel-domed vessel where the malted grains are steeped in water, and next to the mash tun is the hop back – a similar sized vessel where water is passed through the hops.

         The copper vessel where the wort is boiled and more hops added is down yet another level. The whirlpool vessel is out the back of the building (they couldn’t even fit it in the building!) and the hot liquor tank round the corner. The fermentation room along some narrow gantries is a trip back to the early days of the brewery. 150-year-old square wooden fermenting vessels under steaming, creaking Victorian pipework. And the smell of yeast is incomparable. The smell of something alive, but other. Then there are towering brand-new stainless-steel brewing vessels outside the building on completely the other side, literally hundreds of metres away. There is a centrifuge down under the old fermenters and several rooms on, down and round, the 11space-age beer filter all hissing and bleeping and looking very much like alien technology – completely incongruous in this brewery.

         There is the bottling hall down below the bar area, cask wracking miles away in a completely different building up top past the carpark, kegging over the other side past the centrifuge, engineering in a shed at the edge of the site, beer zipping all-round the brewery and back on an hourly basis, crisscrossing through miles and miles of pipework via ‘flow plates’ – large metal plates, essentially switchboards – covered in hundreds of sockets which all sends beer in different directions. The brewers with encyclopaedic minds link these up by attaching different shaped metal u-bends in an infinitely complex pattern to send beer down from the fermenter through the centrifuge, out to the DPVs (the enormous storage vessels out the back of the building), back in to the filter, down to the bright tanks in bottling or kegging or up to a waiting tanker lorry in the carpark to be shipped to France, or over to another vessel to be dry hopped.

         The building was completely unsuitable for the modern brewery it had become; it was bursting at the seams. They’d put so much work and ingenuity into making a modern-day brewery work in an old Victorian factory that it felt like they couldn’t go back now. And it did work if you knew how to make it work and, for me, that was where the problems began.
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            CHAPTER 3

         

         Rose’s mum, Phillipa, (affectionally known by the children as Granny P) lived down in Padstow, North Cornwall. She had not that long lost her husband, Roddy. Roddy was this extraordinary Scotsman who left a tangible void when he passed. Rose told me that when she and her sisters were young the family would go to Pizza Express once a week and Roddy would always finish the meal with a flaming sambuca, and I can’t get that out of my head now. People talk about being ‘true to yourself’ often without any grasp of its meaning, but I would say insisting on ordering a flaming sambuca after a quiet family meal with your three young stepdaughters is the definition of it. And actually, do you know what? I am going to insist on a flaming sambuca at the end of every meal regardless of the context in tribute to Roddy and so should you.

         We needed somewhere in Cornwall to live and fast. By the time we left France I think I had a week until I started my job at St Austell. Phillipa had a holiday home opposite her house in Padstow which she very kindly said we could rent from her. The only problem was this was August 2021 and it was booked up till January 2022, so she said we could 13stay with her in her little fisherman’s cottage on Church Street until it became available. It was a kind offer considering she was about to be lumbered with me, Rose, Albert aged five and Margot aged three. By now the only animals we had left were the dogs, Burt and Louis.

         “I don’t think we can take them, Tommy. It’s not fair on Mum. There just isn’t the space at her house. Even when we get the holiday home I don’t think there’ll be room for two dogs.”

         “Yes. I know. We will have to shoot Burt.” I was joking of course. I already knew that Burt was immortal. There was no point shooting him. I’d run him over in the past and all that happened was he became possessed by Princess Diana (true story). Apart from that he was completely fine.

         “No, I was thinking we ask our friends if they would take them,” said Rose.

         “What? Forever?” I said.

         “Well, look, maybe when we get the holiday cottage we could get one of them back. We wouldn’t be able to keep them both.”

         “Which one will we get back? I mean it has to be Louis, doesn’t it? DOESN’T IT?” I said.

         “But the thing is, Louis is so energetic. I don’t think he’d like to be stuck in a little house like that. Don’t you think Burt would be easier to look after? He’s happy to just lay around,” said Rose.

         This was true. Whereas back in France Louis would roam our gardens constantly following scents or chasing rabbits, Burt had an area in the middle of the patio where he would lay like an over-inflated innertube for hours, half-heartedly growling at passing wildlife. Now, this is perhaps 14a slightly obscure reference, but he was very much the Jan Mølby of dogs.

         “But Rose, this is finally our chance to get rid of Burt once and for all. We could banish him. He can’t be killed, Rose. He must be banished.”

         “Yes, well that might or might not be true. But the point remains it wouldn’t be fair for Louis to be cooped up in that tiny cottage.”

         “Oh, dear God. But we can at least banish him while we stay at Granny P’s, and maybe you’ll see that our lives are better without the limb of Satan constantly sabotaging everything.”

         “Yes, Tommy.”

         My cousin Tom took Burt up to Newark. Louis went to my oldest friend, also called Tom, who lived up in Streatham and we set about moving into Granny P’s.

         Driving along the A303 on the way to Cornwall from London, the countryside is unremarkable, with the exception of Stonehenge, until you reach the perfectly round hills of Devon. Cute, friendly, bubble-like hills and neat hedges. Bold, positive, familiar snooker-baize greens, through the Blackdown hills and on past Exeter. Then, slowly the countryside begins to stretch out. The trees lessen. The colour palate widens. Still those greens, but now also darker, foreboding greens and also oranges and khakis. You cross the Tamar and almost immediately you encounter the Bodmin moor. The countryside is beautiful, but it isn’t as friendly. It is wild. There is the menace of the other. A world at first glance that seems familiar but then doesn’t smile back, because it doesn’t recognise you.

         Granny P lived on Church Street in Padstow. The beautiful little fishing town was characterised by sharp hills and windy 15little lanes crammed with petite old fisherman’s cottages built from heavy stone and slate, squashed and leaning against each other as if to catch their breath. It’s a working fishing port, not many of them left round Cornwall, and it has views across the Camel Estuary to Rock and out to sea that will stop you in your tracks. It has scenes from paintings, I tell you.

         Granny P’s house was an old Cornish cottage built into a bank of slate on three levels. As you went up the huge steps, which ran straight from the front door up the middle of the house, each level was set back further than the one before until you got to the garden at the very top of the house. It was confusing. It was so old I don’t think you could date it, and over the years it had dispensed with uniformity and found the angles it was most comfortable with.

         The living room was small – low ceilings and wooden beams with a little log burner and handsome old leather seats – it was the definition of cosiness, like living in a nutshell. In the middle of the house, between the living room and kitchen, a large staircase ran right up to the back door at the top of the house, where the garden was. The stairs were unusually high; you had to take great strides to get up them.

         There was always food cooking. Granny P is an excellent if singular cook. She would bulk buy obscure foodstuffs online for reasons I never established, but it meant suddenly for a week we’d have the most extraordinary cuisine all cooked with an obscure Italian dried sausage because she had a kilogram of it that she’d shipped in from Amazon that needed to be eaten.

         When we arrived, she was going through a fried courgette flower phase. She’d bought herself a deep fat frier and was producing the most exquisite deep fried courgette flowers stuffed with cream cheese day and night.

         16It sticks with me now, what she did for us. We turned up there in disarray, the children disorientated, us reeling from having just torn our lives to pieces. Our animals were gone and in their place was a fear of the future unknown, resting heavily, causing worry. And she took us in and fed us courgette flowers and looked after us. No questions. No caveats. That was Granny P.

         In her small cottage Granny P had converted one of the three bedrooms into a study and had consequently had to unconvert it for us to stay. The kids were supposed to sleep in the bunk bed in the little bedroom at the top of the house, but I think the move had unsettled them, so they slept in our bed with us. Me, Rose and the kids, the four of us in a little bed in that little cottage on Church Street.

         I would wake up in the night having got a kick from one of the children or an elbow in the ribs and I would think about our house in France, so big, magnificent, with its high ceilings, spacious. Surrounded by village gardens and fields. The forest of Richelieu over the road. Each night that first week I lay there thinking about Braslou until on the Thursday, finally, it was time to get up and go to my first day’s work. I pulled on my St Austell uniform, black work trousers and jumper with a gold embroidered St Austell logo. I went downstairs, left out of Granny P’s cottage, up Church Street, through Marble Arch, the little alleyway that took me to where my car was parked, and headed off to work.
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            CHAPTER 4

         

         “This is Tommy, he had his own brewery in France,” said Lee, the deputy head of brewing at St Austell. A gang of seven or eight hard Cornish brewers lying around the processing room on the piles of hops and malt, black St Austell outfits faded by years of hard graft, stained by acid and caustic, stared at me with a sort of amused disapproval.

         “Hi guys!” I chimed, like an absolute cockhead. The gang of hard Cornish brewers didn’t respond, save for one muttering under his breath, “fucking hell.”

         I’d been referring to groups of people as ‘guys’ for a couple of years now and it pissed me off. It’s a terrible term of address. But I don’t know, as I got older I had been backed into a corner. You can’t be calling people ‘dudes’ when you’re in your forties. And I couldn’t say ‘lads’. If I said ‘lads’ people would laugh at me because I’m not in that lads zone. Same as if I said ‘boys’. I couldn’t carry it off. So, what else can you say? ‘Gents’? What does it say about you if you’re calling people ‘gents’ though? I think you need to be tall and in command to be calling people ‘gents’. If I said that it would feel grasping and artificial, and people would think I thought a lot of myself. ‘Mateys’? Cock. So, I was 18left with calling people ‘guys’ and it didn’t suit me and I didn’t suit it. I sounded like a simpleton.

         “Tommy is the new brewery apprentice. He’ll be splitting his time between the brewery and the packaging departments – wracking casks, kegging and bottling. He’s going to start in packaging to get a feel for the brewery and then he’ll come up to the brewhouse with you, Tom.”

         Tom, as previously mentioned – a massive man with a great ginger beard and a friendly face, maybe the only friendly face in the room – nodded at me. The others grumbled and got back to talking to each other about an issue with one of the conditioning tanks. Lee shuffled me out fairly quickly.

         On to the bottle hall.

         ‘OK Tommy, we’ll start you off here today and see how you get on,’ said Lee.

         “Hi guys!” I don’t know what I was really expecting from the brewery when I applied for the job back in France. The truth is if you’re like me and all you’ve done is a few cushy office jobs you have no idea what this sort of work is, and you would be shocked. Any myths about frolicking amongst the malt sacks and sipping Big Job atop a gleaming fermenter in the sun were dispelled by my first day in bottling. I mean, hell, touché to those guys who can stick it out in the bottling hall. You wear ear plugs because from the moment you push through the clear plastic curtains there is a relentless, maddening jangling of bottles tapping against each other as they make their way round the vast conveyor belt that snakes half of the entire hall. It begins with empty, unlabelled bottles and ends with the finished article safely tucked into boxes of twelve via filling, capping labelling and boxing machines.

         19My job for the day was to unload the boxes as they made their way off the conveyor belt at the end of their journey. That was it. As the box came down you took it off the conveyor belt and placed it on a pallet. There was a certain pattern you had to put the boxes on the pallet to make sure they fitted, but that was the only complexity in the job. Don’t get me wrong, even that level of sophistication proved my match and it took me much longer than wasn’t embarrassing to get the hang of it. But the rest of the job was crushingly boring. Just standing there lifting boxes as the endless line of bottles clinked along the conveyor belt. There’s a huge clock on the wall, but I soon realised this was just to torment us. Honestly, it would seem like you’d been stacking boxes for hours and hours, you’d look up at the clock and it wouldn’t have fucking moved. I don’t know what Einstein would have made of it but I am telling you now, time stopped in that bottle hall. That day of bottling went on for ever. I think it’s still going on.

         Day 2. Kegging – filling kegs pressurised with CO2, and sometimes nitrogen, with beer. These are the fizzy beers you get on draft at pubs. Kegging wasn’t so bad. Similar idea really, but you’re not in the bottling hall so that’s one thing and you load the kegs manually at the start of the machine, then they get whizzed around on the conveyor belt and come back to you filled. But what elevates it from the bottling hall is you get to use this extraordinary keg moving machine, a giant sucker on a hydraulic arm that you place on top of the filled keg and then lift up using the handles on the side of the sucker. Then you can carry the kegs weightlessly over to the pallet and press the ‘unsuck’ button to stack them. It wasn’t brilliant but there was a bit more to it than the bottling hall. And it was comparatively quiet.

         20Day 3. Racking – filling the casks with real ale. At breweries like St Austell, until recently, most beer packaged was for cask. This is the traditional way of packaging beer for hand pumps in UK pubs. It used to be wooden casks, but nowadays nearly everyone uses stainless steel. They’re filled to the brim with ale and sometimes a little sugar is added so they re-ferment in the cask a little. At St Austell they have a separate unit dedicated to cask racking, or filling casks, up at the top of the carpark.

         “Hi guys!” I chimed. A gang of pallid, angry looking men ignored me. The guy in charge took me under his wing. “OK, you’ll need ear plugs. Your job is to hit the keystones into the casks.” He handed me a well-worn mallet. “You’ll need this.”

         At least it won’t be as bad as the bottling hall, I comforted myself.

         As we left the crib room an ominous drone filled the air. We entered a dark hall maybe a thousand feet long and although the drone and the despairing looks on the faces of the workforce had given me some degree of trepidation, it still came as a surprise to find that the racking plant is actually the seventh circle of hell. The place was rammed with hellish, post-apocalyptic looking machinery. Great jets of flames shot up from the floor. I might have imagined the flames. The noise was deafening. Forget the jangling of bottles, the thunderous clanging of stainless-steel casks as they made their way round the plant on conveyor belts, through the cask washer and onwards, was enough to shake you to your core.

         It was dark. Hot. Claustrophobic. You were surrounded by machinery that could take your arm off in a moment. At various points around the unit poor suffering sinners were 21dotted doing brutal, menial, unending tasks. I was escorted up onto a gantry where a guy with a similar mallet to mine was standing with it raised above his head in front of a large conveyor belt. A metal cask came round on the conveyor. He put a plastic bung in the side of it (a keystone if you’re a CAMRA guy) and smashed it into a bunghole in the steel cask with one violent blow. He raised his mallet again with metronomic timing as another cask rolled round and CRASH! Another bung was sunk. The supervisor tapped him on the shoulder and gestured to the cask wacker. He sloped off to another unforgiving task and I replaced him in front of the conveyor belt, mallet above my head. There was little instruction. There was little needed. A cask came round. I steeled myself, placed the bung in and THWACK! A direct hit, but the bung was only partially in. It took me another two thwacks. The guy before me was clearly some kind of virtuoso bung whacker. I had no time to contemplate his talent, because before I knew it another cask was in front of me. CA-SMASH! Not bad, but still not a hole in one. And that was me for the rest of the day. There in Hades, mallet raised above my head, smashing keystones into a never-ending supply of casks as occasionally vicious demon guards flew from the rafters and poked me with fiery tridents. I might have imagined that. Fucking hell though. That racking plant. It made the bottling hall look like a health spa. I left in a state of shock – hands covered in blisters, that din of the casks still ringing in my ears for hours after I returned to the sanctuary of Granny P’s cottage in Padstow.

         “How was work?” said Rose.

         “I wish I was back in France,” I wanted to say. Instead, I said, “Oh yeah, getting a feel for it,” or some bullshit like 22that. I could feel something foreboding pulling at my shoulders. Alarm, maybe, but I refused to confront it because, I knew that if I really investigated my emotions I would realise I had made a terrible mistake. It had become apparent that brewing in the Victorian brewery at St Austell wasn’t quite the same as brewing in a barn in Braslou.

         Mercifully, after a few days Rob Orton, the head brewer, decided to change me from brewery apprentice to junior brewer, just because I think it weirded people out that the brewery apprentice was a forty-four-year-old man. I claimed it as a promotion. At this rate I would be running the brewery within a month I said to other brewers with a laugh. They didn’t laugh back. What it did mean was I would just stick to brewing the beer, so no more days in the bottling hall and the wracking plant, at least for now. Brewing at St Austell was hard work, harder work than I had ever done, but compared to the other jobs – the bottling hall or the wracking plant – it was a luxurious life.

         The brewing team at St Austell worked on a three-week revolving shift pattern: first week was early shift, which was 6 am–2 pm; second week was lates, 2 pm–10 pm and the last week was night shift, 10 pm–6 am. I hadn’t really worried about the shifts before I started – everyone else did them so they couldn’t be that hard. But I tell you, from that first night shift I knew I was in big trouble. Trying to adjust from day to night was really tough. It took me several days to do it and during those days I was essentially a zombie. I couldn’t think straight, which is not brilliant when you’re trying to learn a new job and I would run around the brewery at night in a panic thinking I had left faucets open, or that I had forgotten to switch the gas off on a tank only to find that I hadn’t done anything of the sort; indeed often I 23was actually in the middle of a completely different process. By the end of the week I was just about compos mentis but then I’d have to change shifts, again.

         There were three sides to the brewing team. THE BREWHOUSE, where they created the wort that would become beer. This was where I spent my first week. Most people begin in the brewhouse, as it marks
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