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Bold as 
brasseries
Sicilian prawns, or beef and barley buns? Tim Hayward 
dines at two London examples of the British brasserie 

– part gastropub, part local hangout, and not a warm 
pint of bitter in sight. Illustrations by Ana Jaks 

The Marksman 
pub rough illo to 
come
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It’s easy to forget how much the pub was part 
of the infrastructure of British urban life. 
Throughout the Industrial Revolution, as workers 
flooded into cities and housing was swiftly built 
for them, pubs went up too. In places where 
Victorian working-class housing survives you can 
still spot them, at the end of every other terrace: 
the Duke of York, the Bird in Hand, the Victoria, 
the Prince of Teck. Pubs were perfectly evolved 
to suit the workers: within walking distance, 
providing a community meeting place, ready 
entertainment and industrially produced beer. In 
bigger cities, grander pubs were built, enriched 
with the “bling” of the period. Halls of soaring 
height were encrusted with burnished brass and 
cut glass. These pubs were destinations for the 
working-class swell, places that were worth the 
price of a tram ticket, places that inspired wonder.

It’s an oft-aired whinge that our heritage of 
authentic pubs is being eroded as they’re all 
given a Farrow & Ball paint job and menus are 
chalked on to the walls. While it’s true that 
some gastropubs have been cynical exercises in 
marketing by greedy chains, they’ve also been the 
engine of a huge success story in British dining.

Back in the 1990s, things were tough for 
young chefs in London. Restaurant premises 
commanded a premium and independent chefs 
and restaurateurs often didn’t get a look-in. But 
after intervention in 1989 from the Monopolies 
and Mergers Commission, brewery companies 
had been forced to divest themselves of a 
large number of “tied houses”. As a result, the 
property market was awash with cheap pubs in 
uneconomical locations. In 1991, David Eyre and 
Mike Belben took over a pub called The Eagle in 

Clerkenwell, London. The pair had always had 
ambitions to run a restaurant. If punters could 
be persuaded to come to a pub to eat, an eating 
establishment could be set up on a comparatively 
small budget – and so the gastropub was born. 

In Primrose Hill, a corner boozer whose barn-
like interior and ugly tiled façade had marked it 
for protracted doom among an increasingly hip 
population, began serving food. The Lansdowne 
became a destination for the new “foodies” and 
was followed in 1995 by The Engineer down the 
road, taken over by actress Tamsin Olivier and 
soon attracting gushing reviews. Others sprung 
into life across London and other cities.

By now the idea of the gastropub had  
become firmly established, as had a certain look. 
The place would be gutted, painted and refitted 
with unmatched second-hand institutional ▶  

The Richmond pub 
rough illo to come
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short, delivering the 
New English vernacular 
elegantly yet with the 
muscular spareness  
you’d expect from the 
chefs’ pedigree.

Salt hake rissoles are 
neither fashionable croquetas 
nor yet the gastropub staple 
fishcake, but something between 
the two. Remarkably light in texture, The 
Marksman’s rissoles proudly reappropriate  
the name, elevating the reviled staple of school, 
mess or works canteen to their rightful place.

Devilled crab on toast is often delivered as a 
mound of ingredients, the better to show off  
the simplicity of fresh crab, but when freshness  
is a given then Harris and Rotherham have 
sensibly worked out that the real elegance 
lies in the devilment. Red and white meat are 
thoroughly homogenised, spiced with creativity 

and then applied to the 
bread over a layer of  
fresh mayonnaise.

The beef and barley bun 
seems to have co-opted the 
technology of the bao xi 
steamed bun, wrapping the 
dough around a dark, 
shreddy beef stew and 

finished to a glazed, beigel-like crust. I could 
expend 400 words on the many witty ways that 
quote the ethnic cuisines of the East End but it 
would be easier to point out that, served with 
fresh shaved horseradish and seemingly 
unalloyed clotted cream, it might be the most 
important thing to happen in the area since the 
jellying of the first eel.

There could be fewer things more 
determinedly gastropub than a pork chop and  
a bit of beef rump. In both cases, the meat 
has been chosen and cooked with the care 
you’d expect but it’s the elegance of the 
accompaniments that lifts them beyond.  
The pork comes with cos lettuce, blowlamped 
to crisp carbonisation at the edges and mollified 
with a smooth mustard dressing; the beef is in 
a formal veal reduction, spiked with beetroot 
onion and anchovies.

History might look back on The Marksman as 
the place where the gastropub tide hit the high 
water mark. Harris and Rotherham were chefs  
at the peak of brilliant careers, they had CVs that 
would have assured backing for the most ludicrous 
exercises in chef ego. They could have demanded 
seven-seater shrines with 48-item tasting menus, 
arcane ingredients and secretive alchemical 
techniques. Instead they bought a gastropub  
and did it better than anyone else. 

The most refreshing thing is that very lack  
of hubris. They have recognised that feeding the 

public can be about working with 
a canon of dishes in a respectable 
tradition. There is no element  

of “Hey, look at us!”, no pursuit 
of novelty or “twists”. It’s 
cooking that seeks respect 
rather than attention. If the 
gastropub can be considered  
a worthy platform by our most 

talented chefs, then it has 
truly come of age.

◀ furniture, cutlery and crockery. The food  
was uncomplicated, as suited the democratic 
surroundings, honoured local and seasonal 
ingredients and was influenced by the tastes of 
creative young chefs. Classics began to emerge. 
Sausages with mash and onion gravy sat next to  
a green curry. Fish in a potato-topped pie or a  
rich tomatoey stew. Slow-cooked belly of pork or 
lamb rump, fish and chips, a good burger and  
a competent steak and chips. 

On the downside, things became formulaic 
– some of the commercial supply companies 
began offering a package “gastropub” menu 
to landlords. However, something else was 
happening on a deeper level. Gastropubs had 
inserted a new stratum into British social 
eating. Where the French had their bistros, the 
Italians their trattorias and the Japanese their 
izakayas, the British had always lacked places 
in the space between eating as refuelling and 
full on, silverware-and-tablecloth dining. For 
generations, British foodies 
had looked with envy on 
the “simple local” places in 
Europe, making an honest 
living from a canonical, 
traditional menu. Now, in 
most parts of the UK, you 
were never more than  
a short hop from a decent 
little place selling good food at a reasonable price. 
The gastropub was becoming our brasserie, its 
menu a kind of British vernacular canon. When 
the smoking ban arrive in 2007, it made the pub 
an even more enticing place to eat.

T
oday, gastropubs are part of our 
national infrastructure, and they 
continue to develop. “The near 
east” is the part of London where 
original pub culture was at its 
strongest and it’s now gentrifying at 

a disorientating clip. Hackney and Dalston have 
got the pubs and the punters – surely, then, a 
good spot to look at the state of the gastropub and 
perhaps what’s still to come.

The Marksman must have been an “East 
End boozer” worthy of the name. It’s a proper 
Victorian job with sanitary tiles, a curved 
entrance debouching on to the corner of two 
unprepossessing streets. In the “saloon” bar,  
a dome and lantern – one of those ecclesiastical 
quotes beloved of Victorian architects – may have 
been a subliminal reference to a disapproving 
deity, or might just have admitted enough light 
to stab someone by. Redecoration is restrained. 
The bar still functions as a bar and, on the night 
I went, had a couple of authentic-looking geezers 
propping it up (tweed caps and £2,000 leather 
jackets – either two Columbia Road market 
traders or Guy Ritchie and his pilates coach).

The Marksman’s chef/proprietors 
are Tom Harris, who was head 
chef at St John restaurant 
for eight years, and Jon 
Rotherham, former head 
chef at Jamie Oliver’s 
Fifteen. Oliver is one of the 
backers and much of the 
rest of the funding came 
from a crowd-funding 
scheme. The menu is 

The Marksman 
254 Hackney Road, London E2; +44 (0)20 7739 7393; 
marksmanpublichouse.com
The Richmond  
316 Queensbridge Road, London E8 3NH;  
+44 (0)20 7241 1638; therichmondhackney.com

D
eeper into 
Dalston 
is The 
Richmond, 
perhaps an 
example of 

where the gastropub might 
go next. It too must have once 

been a proper beer-and-fighting 
joint but, taken over recently by Brett 

Redman, the presiding genius of Elliot’s 
Café in Borough Market, and fashion stylist 
Margaret Crow, it was always going to serve top-
notch scran in scrupulously hip surroundings. 
The Richmond is founded in the economics of 
affordable property. I’m sure Redman and Crow 
have the talent needed for a world-class boîte in 
Mayfair – what they haven’t got is a few million 
spare quid. Here the space has been re-wrought 
into something closer to a restaurant, with 
obscure glass that admits gentle light but no 
insalubrious views. Along the pavement edge, 
hoardings have been erected to create a tiny 
“outdoor” space. The ethos of the gastropub 
still pertains, it still takes advantage of local 
community custom, but they’re innovating hard.

The USP of The Richmond is what they’ve 
called East London’s first “raw bar”. An interesting 
claim, given the history of fresh oysters served 
from under the bar in East End pubs. But the 
Victorians would have been baffled by the 
wrigglingly fresh carpaccios, sashimis and tartares 
of what’s best at the market on offer here. 

Small scallops, sliced super-thin, are spread 
across the plate then interspersed with drops of 
pearlescent white ajo blanco, the almond-based 
Spanish confection usually served as a cold soup. 
Drops of elderflower oil and slices of green grape 
create an insanely delicate effect. Large Sicilian 
prawns arrive: carmine and lined precisely on 
the plate with their tails peeled. They look 
unnervingly exposed, like a rank of guardsmen 
without their trousers. Their flesh, though, is 
sweet and hasn’t had the time to relax its tone 
since an obviously recent death. 

There are well-thought-out hot mains among 
which the fish stew stands out – fired with n’duja, 
stacked with molluscs and topped with a seared 
octopus limb of the sort James Mason wrestled 
with 20,000 leagues under the sea.

It is a pity the traditional pub has lost so many 
of its social functions in the modern city. But 
it’s heartening that much about their design, 
location and utility to the community still holds 
true. The British invented the pub, the purpose-
built drinking and socialising emporium, while 
other nations had bars, bistros and osterias. For 
generations you could sit at one of these places 
on your holidays and bemoan the fact that while 
everyone else had ready access to steak frites and 
spaghetti carbonara in congenial, democratic 
eating spaces, we had warm bitter, pork 
scratchings and a fist-fight. Now our own cuisine 
has caught up, eating out has become a national 
pastime and it’s all happening down the pub. 6

This beef and barley bun 
might be the most 
important thing to 

happen in the area since 
the jellying of the first eel


