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To everyone who has joined me on a pub crawl, and everyone still to do so.
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FOREWORD

There’s a certain magic to a Scottish pub that’s hard to put into words, but anyone who has ever set foot inside one knows exactly what I mean. It isn’t just the beer or the whisky (although these are undeniably great). It isn’t just the history either, even though many of these pubs have stood for longer than countries have existed. What makes Scottish pubs special for me is the people that are in them and the unmistakable spirit and hospitality they bring.

What Thomas shows in this book is that a Scottish pub crawl isn’t just a sequence of drinks along a planned route – it’s a tour of different personalities, jokes and stories. In one pub (especially in Glasgow) you might find yourself speaking to a retired shipbuilder and, in another, a bunch of students in fancy dress. All will give you the same Scottish welcome, and by the end of these routes you will have gone from a stranger to an acquaintance, and that’s what I think makes Scottish pub crawls unique.

Fittingly, it was in a pub that I first met Thomas – not in Scotland, but in London – and his enthusiasm for his books and for the history of pubs was evident, which is why I was excited when he finally announced this Scottish book. I have spent years trying to find the perfect pints of Guinness across the world, so when I last visited London, not only did Thomas share his pub recommendations but he also joined me for a pint or three, and it was only right for me to share some of my Scottish pub knowledge with him that he could use here. Fast-forward a year, and he joined me for some pints (and hangovers) in Glasgow as he put together this book. All of this is just proof that the best conversations and ideas happen over a few pints.

So, what are you waiting for? Follow the routes and make some memories you might only half remember.

Slàinte!

Sarah Love aka Girl Drinks Guinness

@girl_drinks_guinness




ABOUT THIS BOOK

Having spent the last twenty years arranging pub crawls with my friends and family, this book is a tribute to the locations and pubs that I have personally visited.

While every effort has been made to ensure the book’s accuracy at the time of print, there may be subsequent name changes or, worse, a pub may cease trading.

There are always more pubs to visit and, while I try to share the most interesting places (with the best beer), each selection is planned more for the enjoyment of an entire route that covers an interesting area, with a variety of places to soak in the atmosphere, meet locals or catch up on history.

I have not made any commercial agreements to endorse one particular pub over another and, sadly, I miss out, or walk past, great pubs all the time – usually just to ensure the route is spaced out enough to allow those following it to sober up sufficiently between pubs.

This book has no rules and is merely a guide for you to explore the area and the pubs within it. If you pass a pub that looks good, then pop in – you never know what you might find!




PREFACE

There are few places quite like the Scottish pub. Especially for this Londoner, the brutal and seemingly endless cold that whistles through the buildings, rolls down the hills and attacks from the sea makes these warm, inviting havens north of the border even more appreciated.

I’m forever grateful for the success of my first few books and the outpouring of love for the local that I see every day across my social media accounts. With some more experience under my belt and a community to lean on, I felt this was the perfect opportunity to tackle my most ambitious book to date. My first book visited London, a city I knew like the back of my hand, where more than a few bartenders and landlords already knew my name. This time around, I enjoyed hearing your suggestions in my search for the stories, characters and community that permeate Scottish pubs.

It is easy to get lost in the medieval glamour of Edinburgh, under the gaze of the spectacular castle, and to fall in love with the likes of the stunning Guildford Arms or its equally impressive neighbour, Café Royal, but there are also hidden gems, like the retro Mortal Kocktail, Aberdeen’s Regent Bridge Bar, full of locals and cheap pints, or the Brazen Head and its collection of Celtic football trophies in Glasgow’s Gorbals area.

Scotland, for many, is incomprehensibly vast, and in this book, I hope not only to show you the popular tourist spots and world-class golf destinations for which the country is so famous, but also to lead you into the lesser-visited towns and cities to experience the modern innovation of Dundee, the industrial rawness of Glasgow and the windswept seaside beaches of Ayrshire. The northerly points of Aberdeen and Inverness feel extremely isolated, yet at the same time blend the culture, architecture and industry of other Scottish cities.

It will be hard to find a pub that does not proudly stock Tennent’s Lager – as famous in Scotland as Guinness is in Ireland, and essential to try when visiting. However, many pubs will also stock something local from one of the country’s independent breweries, and there’s also the obvious option to sample one of the thousands of varieties of whisky on offer.

Rail links, and even aviation routes, mean that for those living as far south in the UK as I do, it has never been easier to travel north of the border. Indeed, the major cities have seen an influx of tourists from across the world.

I was lucky to take the furthest journey north on the sleeper train, which is an experience that is often on people’s bucket lists and, wherever you head to in Scotland, well worth the journey. The train, traditionally boarded at London Euston, now departs from Birmingham too, opening up the cities, mountains and lochs of our northern neighbour to a whole new set of travellers.

Pubs and their people will always tell amazing stories, and a good team behind the bar will always make a stranger feel at home – never more so than in Scotland.

I rarely share my opinions of the pubs in this book, nor will I offer all the stories from the team. The beauty in the route is the chance to follow in my steps, experience the tales first-hand and perhaps even use this guide as the foundation for your own path.

The routes in this book are typically around a couple of miles long, with a total walk time of about an hour, and the gap between pubs usually being five to ten minutes, allowing for sufficient fresh air and recovery to maintain the energy and thirst for the next pint. This book also includes a first for me – the opportunity to explore three towns in one route – as I ambitiously trust that crawlers will be able to navigate a short train journey.

I am honoured to share the pubs in this book, while also showcasing some of the most iconic locations across the towns and cities north of the border, with each pub sharing its own story and a welcoming hospitality like no other. I hope you will enjoy these routes as much as I did, and continue to celebrate the community spirit that lives long in these amazing establishments.

The best times in life are spent with family and friends, and if you are on one of my pub crawls, that’s exactly who you are!
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SCOTLAND

For this Londoner, travelling so far north is scarily cold, and the sentiment was probably shared by Roman invaders in their most serious attempt to travel north of the border between AD 79–84. London to Scotland is hard enough – these guys were used to the baking heat of Rome!

Finding land dominated by the Picts and their tribes, the invaders soon saw more threat than opportunity and constructed Hadrian’s Wall more as a defensive structure than a base from which to attempt further assaults. It was this group of Picts and not the later independence fighters of William Wallace that wore the blue paint depicted in the film Braveheart. The paint was actually where they got their Roman name, the Picti, meaning painted ones.

By the sixth century, migration had seen other groups shape the early tribal coalitions of Scotland. The Gaels, who migrated from the north-east of Ireland, and the Britonnic-speaking missionaries from the south began to spread Christianity – especially the likes of Columba, who founded some of the first monasteries around AD 563.

But it was the arrival of Viking incursions by the ninth century that began to transform the fragmented, tribal regions into more overarching, structured communities. With the Norse settlers controlling the Northern and Western Isles, Kenneth MacAlpin realised that uniting the Picts and Gaels would strengthen them against their larger, more organised foe. Thus, he went on to create the kingdom of Alba in AD 843.

The kingdom expanded further south and, by the tenth century, had absorbed Lothian. Later, the rule of David I, from 1124, saw the Scottish monarchy start to form alliances with the Church, grant land to clans, create royal burghs (independently governed towns), establish monasteries and push through legal reforms, making the country a united front, with a structure much closer to the one we see today.

Despite an alliance with France (known as ‘the Auld Alliance’), formalised in 1295 to shape their military, educational and political ties, medieval Scotland retained a strong national identity and tensions began to escalate with the neighbouring English. It was the first, but not the last, time France and Scotland would team up to keep the English at bay, with their royal families intermarrying and trade between the two countries common.

Following the death of King Alexander III of Scotland in 1286, England’s King Edward I attempted to assert control, leading to the Wars of Independence. However, led by famed hero William Wallace in the 1290s, the resistance secured Robert the Bruce as the head of Scottish Independence after his victory at the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314. Six years later, the Declaration of Arbroath set out Scottish sovereignty.

Towards the end of the Middle Ages, instability remained, as noble rivalries and periodic conflict with England left the Scots generally poorer and less urbanised than their southern neighbours. The death of King James IV of Scotland at the Battle of Flodden (which saw the largest ever English win of the clashes involving the two kingdoms) is viewed by most historians as marking the conclusion of the Middle Ages in the British Isles.

Around this time the Renaissance reached Scotland, with Mary, Queen of Scots ruling despite religious and political opposition. Raised in Catholic France, Mary was a polarising figure. Many of her people reportedly loved her regardless of her gender and foreign sensibilities, and she is said to have been a beauty. But the infighting between Catholics and Protestants in her country meant she was never a stable figure, and her taste in men raised some eyebrows. She was married multiple times (and accused of many more affairs), once to the King of France and also to Lord Darnley, who was found murdered close by after his house exploded in 1567.

Forced to abdicate later that same year, Mary’s one-year-old son James VI succeeded her to the throne, simultaneously becoming King of the Scots and inheriting the English throne as James I, thus uniting the two crowns of the previously separate states.

Having fled to England in 1568, Mary was held in custody by her cousin, Queen Elizabeth I, until her execution was ordered in 1587. Their strange dynamic as two women set against one another in tumultuous times has been the subject of much media depiction. Where Mary has been remembered as a Catholic beauty who embraced the feminine, Elizabeth was a Protestant who never married and attempted at times to play with how she was perceived, saying: ‘I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too.’

Beginning in 1560, the Scottish Reformation saw a defining cultural shift, as Protestant reformers, led by John Knox, established a Presbyterian church structure that rejected papal authority and transformed the education, governance and living standards of the average Scot.

Presbyterianism – as well as being hard to spell! – is a Protestant offshoot of Christianity still practised by some 75 million people to this day. It is most commonly present in the United States and Scotland, and emphasises the sovereignty of God and authenticity of the Scriptures. Early Presbyterians broke away, as they felt the existing Catholic and Protestant denominations had lost their connection with God, and emphasised education as a route to godliness.

The next few hundred years saw continued religious conflict and political upheaval, as Scotland was drawn into the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, fought in England, Ireland and Scotland. While this series of conflicts saw Stuart King Charles I attempt to impose religious governance, a Parliamentarian victory ultimately led to his execution, with Protestant succession leaving deep divisions across the Highlands.

In 1707, the Scottish and English parliaments were merged into a single body by the Acts of Union, to create the Kingdom of Great Britain. However, despite each retaining its own legal and religious institutions, resentment and resistance continued to fester until the Jacobite rising was decisively defeated at the Battle of Culloden in 1746.

The resulting repression of Highland culture, dress, language and clan authority coincided with rapid transformation in the cities, as the Scottish Enlightenment saw advances in economics, philosophy and science.

Industrialisation accelerated in the nineteenth century, as Glasgow became a centre of shipbuilding and trade, with coal, steel and textiles transported along the coast and across the world. At the same time, the Highland Clearances led to mass emigration, mainly to North America and Australasia.

The twentieth century saw the industrial boom contract, as Scotland was deeply affected by both world wars, and deindustrialisation after 1945 caused unemployment and social strain across the country. Later, fortunes were reignited by the discovery of oil in the North Sea in the 1960s, but many feel there was no trickle down of this new-found prosperity.

As political nationalism grew, emboldened by the new oil wealth, a devolved parliament was eventually established in 1999, granting local powers over domestic policy. In 2014, the nation was granted a referendum on further independence, which saw voters opt to remain part of the United Kingdom. They also voted overwhelmingly in favour of remaining in the European Union during the UK ‘Brexit’ referendum just two years later.

These days, despite its devolved government, Scotland remains a vital part of the United Kingdom, with a rich identity that draws tourists from around the world who come to explore both the culture and their own heritage.




HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

Each route starts at a train station, landmark or pub, with walking directions and a map marked with numbers that correspond to the pubs described.

Throughout the list of directions, areas of interest, landmarks or facts are lettered and the corresponding details given in the pages that follow.

This book is designed to fit in your back pocket and be easy to carry as you explore the routes. Please don’t leave it on a coffee table or bookshelf, as there are many of your own chapters to include as we support our great pubs.

Should you wish to skip any pubs, or find your own route, then full pub details are provided for you to plot your own path.

The complete routes are typically around a couple of miles long, with a total walking time of about an hour, and the gap between pubs often being five to ten minutes, allowing for sufficient fresh air and recovery to maintain the energy and thirst for the next pint.

Often the routes have a few pubs over a short distance, enabling you to curate your own shorter path.

Timings are provided as a guide, to ensure you can complete the route with a start time that is generally around early afternoon.
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EDINBURGH ROYAL MILE and CASTLE

One of the most picturesque and historic cities in the UK, the pubs here were always going to be special, considering even coffee shops and burger joints are in buildings that are hundreds of years old.

This route winds through the Old Town and Royal Mile, mixing medieval taverns, hidden gems and popular tourist spots. Regardless of the time of year almost all of these pubs will be busy, as this city is always full of tourists. It is beautiful in winter, with Christmas decorations and often snow, while the summer brings blooming flowers and the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in August, which plays host to some of the best comedy in the world.

My particular highlights are the ornate Guildford Arms and Café Royal, the dark, crowded rooms under the uneven ceilings of the Ensign Ewart, and the busy White Hart Inn.

There is plenty of opportunity to take in tourist attractions along the way – although it would be a brave person who walks the steep ramparts of the castle after nine pints.

Start at Waverley station (EH8 8DL).




1. Guildford Arms 1.30 p.m.
1 West Register Street, EH2 2AA

2. Café Royal 2.15 p.m.
19 West Register Street, EH2 2AA

3. The Abbotsford Bar & Restaurant 3.00 p.m.
3–5 Rose Street, EH2 2PR

4. Mortal Kocktail 3.45 p.m.
1 Craig’s Close, 29 Cockburn Street, EH1 1BN

5. Halfway House 4.30 p.m.
24 Fleshmarket Close, EH1 1BX

6. The World’s End 5.15 p.m.
2–8 High Street, EH1 1TB

7. The Devil’s Advocate 6.00 p.m.
9 Advocate’s Close, EH1 1ND

8. Deacon Brodie’s
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