AN AFTERNOON IN EASTNEY

MARCH 2007

A FINE BUT CHILLY AFTERNOON SAW THE WEBMASTER HEAD FOR EASTNEY, WHERE A GOOD MIX OF TRADITIONAL LOCALS CAN BE FOUND, PLUS ONE OR TWO SURPRISES. HIGHLAND ROAD IS ON BUS ROUTES 1C, 17 & 18.

This crawl starts on Cromwell Road, outside the former Royal Marines barracks. The Cellars At Eastney occupies a small corner plot and stands adjacent to the RMA Tavern, the latter of which was closed at the time of the Webmaster's visit. The Cellars remains open all day and in recent times has become known as the best small live music venue in Portsmouth. On entering the premises, the bar counter can be found facing the street, with a small drinking area to the right. Plenty of bar stools, plus a few traditional tables and chairs occupy this area and the walls are decorated with old prints and an Adnams Brewery mirror. The pub is justifiably popular for its beer as well as it's music and can be found in the 2007 Good Beer Guide. Ringwood Best and Fortyniner (£2.50), Wychwood Hobgoblin and Badger Tanglefoot are all available. Old Rosie real cider is also stocked. Elsewhere, the rear area is shared between the stage and a larger lounge area, with comfortable, upholstered seating. Posters of forthcoming gigs adorn the walls. As well as the stage, the pub boats its own PA and lighting system, providing musicians visiting musicians with good facilities. Monday night is jam night, and other live music is played a number of nights per week. A quiz is held on Thursdays. All in all a very good pub and a real success story. If it wasn't for the pub crawl, the Webmaster may well have lingered a lot longer!

On leaving the Cellars, head north along Cromwell road, then turn left at the roundabout into Highland Road. The Mayflower appears on the right. This attractive building has the appearence of a country pub from the outside and includes a car park at the front, as well as a large beer garden. This former Brickwoods pub still sports an attractive window at the front of house, boldly displaying the name of its old owner. On entering the pub customers find themselves in the lounge bar area, whilst a doorway to the right leads into the larger public bar and games room. The lounge bar is bare boarded, with a carpeted raised deck at the front. The seating is comfortable and traditional. Regrettably the pub no longer serves any real ale, which is surprising, as it used to be part of Whitbread's Beer Engine chain of pubs, which stocked a good variety of cask conditioned beer. The choice of draught beer is now limited to only keg bitter, lagers and Guinness (£2.70). The bar room features a large collection of ceramic bottles and there are photos of old Portsmouth on the walls. No music is played in the lounge, though piped music is played in the public bar. Overall, the pub is pleasant enough, though would benefit from a minor refurbishment and the addition of a cask ale on the bar.

Within a few yards of the Mayflower can be found one of Portsmouth's premier ale houses. The Sir Loin Of Beef stands on the corner of Kassassin Street and features a single U-shaped bar area, divided into distinct areas. The service is always friendly and the bar counter features around ten handpumps which dispense an excellent variety of superbly-kept ales, featuring beers from brewers such as Downton, Ringwood, Archers and Hop Back to name just a few. Belgian bottled beers are also stocked and occasional beer festivals are held.. Seating is in the form of benches and traditional chairs and a pool table can be found behind the main bar area. The pub attracts drinkers from far and wide. It is unlikely that any visitor will have only one pint at the SLOB!

Dragging yourself unwillingly from the SLOB, our next port of call can be found off the main drag. Turn left along Highland Road, then right into Prince Albert Road, by the Health Centre. A few hundred yards up on the left-hand side can be found one of Portsmouth's most ornate and impressive public houses. The Eastfield Hotel is a magnificent example of early 20th Century pub architecture - beautifully clad in two-tone glazed tiling, with an attractive balustrade and finials at roof level, this is an imposing pub. It's livery still boldly advertises the beer of its long-defunct former owners, Portsmouth United Breweries. The pub is divided into two seperate bars. A large public bar at the front, with a comfortable wood-panelled lounge at the rear (entered via Eastfield Road). There is a seperate pool room off of the lounge bar. The Eastfield is also a champion of real ales, though to a lesser extent than the SLOB. Despite not being an ale drinker himself, the licensee keeps four well-kept beers, including offerings from Hog's Back, Fuller's, Greene King and shortly, Oakleaf Brewery. Occasional beer festivals are held and a friendly welcome can be found from the staff and customers alike. Highly recommended.

On departure from the Eastfield, retrace your steps back to Highland Road, then turn right. You will see the Three Marines on the left. This shabby-looking cornerhouse is in much need of refurbishment, particularly on the exterior, where much of the lettering facing Highland Street is missing. Inside, the bar room is furnished with a mixture of bench seats and traditional tables and chairs. A pool table and dart board can be found to the left of the bar counter. The pub serves a single real ale, this being Fuller's (Gale's) HSB, which is competently kept, though maybe not the best in the area. The house is frequented almost exclusively by a local clientele.

Next stop on the trek involves a very short walk westward along Highland Road to the Alma Arms (seen on the right-hand side). This licensee of this pub is presently doing his best to establish the Alma as another venue for live music in Eastney. The function room at the rear of the pub has been fitted out with a new stage, complete with an in-house sound and lighting system. Regular blues, folk and rock music is featured, though information regarding forthcoming performances were not advertised in the bar. Talking of which, the large single bar area is furnished with simple tables and chairs and the two-tone maroon and white walls are devoid of any ornamentation, as are the shelves located high up in the centre of the bar room. Two old oil lamps seen hanging to the right of the entrance door looked rather lonely! A faded carpet covers the whole floorspace and the impression is that all the money has been ploughed into the function room, leaving little for any refurbishment of the bar room. A jukebox and dart board is available and there is a very large plasma television in the southeastern corner of the bar. A small open fire stocked with logs can be found on the east wall. A surprise find in the Alam was the inclusion of a real ale - not something one normally expects to find in this sort of pub. The beer in question is Fuller's London Pride and proved to be an enjoyable pint (and quite good value at £2.20). In addition, there is a standard selection of spirits, plus four draught lagers. With a bit of investment, the Alma has potential, but in its present guise it is unlikely to attract anything other than regular punters.

The final destination on our Eastney crawl is found further west along Highland Road, opposite the cemetery (which, incidentally, is known to contain the remains of a number of prominent people). The Gravediggers is a traditional two-bar local, with a large, well-appointed public bar accessed via the left-hand door, and a smaller, narrow lounge bar via the right-hand door. The walls of the lounge are decorated in similar colours to the that of the Alma Arms and the bar counter runs along the left-hand side. An old Friary Meux clock hangs on the wall at the far end. Three real ales are served - on this occasion these were Greene King IPA, John Smith's Bitter and Shepherd Neame Spitfire. The latter was found to be reasonably kept. Good value bar food is served, including a choice of main meals for £3.95, burgers or jacket potatoes for £2.95 and toasted sandwiches for £2.25. Live music, pool and darts are all on offer in the public bar.

For those with an appetite to continue further, there are still plenty more pubs to be found as you head west along Albert Road. These shall all be detailed in a seperate feature soon.

