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Summer 2017 Exhibition 
 

“Pint of Ale” 

The story of some of the public houses that once served the busy market town of 

Southam and some of the things that took place within them. 

Curated by Linda Doyle 
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Background 
 

The public house goes back to the Roman invasion of Britain, when a ‘tabernae’ sold wine along 

the roads to the soldiers.  However, the native brew was ale, hence the ‘alehouse’ or ‘tavern’ 

quickly became the adopted name of a place of refreshment. 

The Anglo-Saxon King Edgar attempted to control the number of alehouses by introducing a meas-

ure to control how much a person drank, known as ‘the peg’.  Hence the expression ‘to take some-

one down a peg’.  

Along with them came their trades and the ‘pub’ became centres for recruitment, courts, business 

and entertainment.  The different rooms in the Inn divided the occupants socially.  The more afflu-

ent had the warmer inner parlours and better sleeping accommodation, while the poor traveller was 

only allowed as far as the Bar and perhaps slept in the hay-loft.    

Ale or beer has always been part of the British diet.  The process of brewing made it safer to drink 

than water. 

In 1552 an Act was passed requiring innkeepers to have a licence in order to run a public house. 

Southam has always been known for its wealth of public houses.  As many as fifteen at any one 

time, and once catered for a population of one public house per 60 inhabitants of the town! 

However, this density of public houses does not seem so high when you realise that from early me-

diaeval times, Southam has sat on the cross-roads of the Welsh drover’s roads and the northern 

trade routes from London, and has had large numbers of people passing through and staying in 

the town.   

Even before the days of the 18th C Toll Roads, Southam was a well-positioned stop between Oxford 

and Coventry and why two of the earliest known public houses were the 17th C Drapers Arms and 

Mercers Arms, both associated with these famous Coventry trades which no doubt originated from 

ownership by Coventry Priory and being situated on the edge of Cotswold sheep country. 

The early 19th century was the height of the droving and coaching period in Southam and along-

side this the public houses ran extremely successful businesses; with travelling theatres in their 

court yards, dances in their ball-rooms, daily stage coaches, auctions and property sales, gambling 

dens, court rooms, masonic rooms, dentists, bone setters to name but some of them, and of 

course refreshments and accommodation for all classes!   

The very earliest evidence about Southam’s public houses is gleaned from Southam Tokens (local 

coins), Wills and early documents of sale, but much of the life of those public houses is recorded 

through the victualler’s licences, trade directories and census records, and for some, more is re-

vealed in the local newspapers, where stories of mayhem, mystery and even murder were dili-

gently recorded for their readers.  Stories that must have had Southam tongues wagging on market 

days and been repeated by drovers and coachmen many miles and counties away from their source. 

 

Southam Heritage Collection thank the following for allowing us to use information from their rec-

ords for this exhibition, which was held in Vivian House in Southam during the summer of 2017: 

FindMyPast 
Ancestry 
Warwick Record Office 

together with Jennie Daniels and Pam McConnell for loan of items in the display cabinets, Paul 
Catterall for the loan of the Pub painting, and Myles Sullivan for the loan of the shove-halfpenny 
game. 
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