A WANDER AROUND PORTSEA

OCTOBER 2004 

THIS CRAWL TAKES IN A SELECTION OF PUBS WHICH CAN BE FOUND AROUND THE HARD, PORTSEA AND INCLUDES TRADITIONAL LOCALS AS WELL AS TOURIST AND FAMILY PUBS. QUEEN STREET AND THE HARD ARE SERVICED BY A LARGE NUMBER OF BUS ROUTES.

Located on Queen Street, a stone's throw from The Hard, can be found the George Inn. A friendly welcome awaits customers at this traditional local, situated opposite the Historic Dockyard. The comfortable lounge bar sports much naval and military memorabilia. The area towards the rear features a glass-topped well sunk into the centre of the room. Most regular customers tend to sit or stand at the bar counter, maybe in order to watch the sport on the small television positioned above the entrance door.

Real ales on offer are Courage Best and Directors. At the time of my visit the landlord was busy changing the cask of Directors, hence a long wait was required before a pint could be served. To my surprise and appreciation, the publican offered me a free pint in return for the long wait I had endured. It's a shame that neither the Directors nor the Best Bitter (which I also tried at the recommendation of a regular customer) was in good condition, despite only having just been changed. Two malt whiskies were on offer (Glenfiddich Caoran & Highland Park) and Budweiser Budvar was available in bottles. A separate restaurant is located to the right of the bar area as you enter, and bed & breakfast accommodation is provided.

The Invincible stands just behind The Hard on Wickham Street. The L-shaped interior is full of naval bric-a-brac and there is much exposed brick. A pool table is located at the front of the pub, whilst the main bar counter has small seating areas opposite. A number os television screens show sports events. The pub has a mainly local clientele, but is also frequented by office workers and visitors to the neighbouring Historic Dockyard. As well as the usual beers and lagers, real ales include Gales HSB, Shepherd Neame Spitfire and Flowers Original. One slightly annoying practise is the failure of staff to reverse the pump clips when the beer is unavailable - as was the case with the Spitfire during my visit. Glenfiddich Special Reserve is the only malt whisky. Overall, a comfortable place for a drink, though the interior would benefit from a minor refurbishment.

Directly in front of the Invincible and occupying the corner of The Hard and Half Moon Street, the Ship & Castle is the dominant family pub in Portsea. This large, one bar house has an indoor children's play area and plenty of seating throughout for diners. Service was friendly and efficient during my visit and I was surprised to be told that two real ales from local breweries are usually available. The walls are, not surprisingly, adorned with naval memorabilia. An ATM can be found within the pub for those a little short of cash. A purple-baized pool table stands toward the front of the house.

A few doors from the Ship & Castle stands the Ship Anson. This attractive pub was once two separate establishments, the Ship Anson to the right and the King & Queen to the left, which explains the facade's two architecturally different styles. Inside can be found one large bar, separated by a central interior wall, thus creating two individual drinking areas. Food is served each day from 11.00am until 2.30pm. Real ales on offer are Greene King IPA and Abbot Ale, though this is not a GK house (it is operated by the Laurel Pub Company). The beer quality was distinctly average during my visit. A naval theme predominates, with sports television shown in the area closest to the bar counter. Children are admitted in the area to the left of the pub.

The Ship Leopard is now closed

The Ship Leopard has only recently regained its original name, having spent well over a decade as McCoy's and Hard Times. Thankfully those days are now behind it, though what the visitor finds now is a shadow of the original Leopard as the Webmaster remembers it. The interior now features whitewashed walls that give an almost unfinished look to the room. The selection of real ales is a bonus, with Gales HSB being the premium beer. A pool table stands to the rear of the single room and there is a jukebox on the wall. Meals are served, though this seems confined to lunchtimes, as there were no menus on the table at the time of my visit. Overall this is a disappointment following the good news that the pub had regained its old identity.

The most easterly of the pubs located on The Hard is the Victory, which appears to be the poor relation. Previously in the hands of pubs company Ushers, I was informed by the bar staff that the pub is now free of any tie, though this sadly is not reflected in the beer range, with no cask ales being available - just three redundant hand pumps left over from better days. There is one main bar, which is divided into separate drinking areas, with a raised deck to the front, from where drinkers can observe the arrivals and departures from Portsmouth Harbour station. The almost-compulsory naval theme is once again in evidence here, with a pool table to the front and sport shown on television. Free pool and jukebox can be had on Tuesday and Thursday evenings.

