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There is, buried just beneath the surface of the Brilish psy
che, like toes covered with sand on a hlustery Leach, a
dreadful image of the seaside pub. I is a dingy place, with
flaking paintworl. corroded by the salty sea air, threadbaie

.earpat and a *bill of fayre’ that bonsts pickied whelks and

Watney's Bed Barrel. T suspect it is a kind of folk memory
whose roats go back to the Fifties and post-war poverty,
when ‘"Yau've never had it so gond’ was an acknowledga
mient of how bad things had beon relativaly recantly. There
was a moment — just a momeit — turning up at The Sports-
man nn the north Kent coast, whers little wooden chalets sit
bravely on the Swaie shell, when [ looked at the pub’s hleak
location and thought Thiad aceidantally drifted back in time.

I could nol have been more mistaken. To appreciate
whalt The Sportsman has become, you have to reacquire the
romantic vision our cosstling onee evoked. Down here they
call it ‘tne Oyster coast’, snd a Litle book on sale at the bar
of The Sportsman details the birds that populate it -
curlews, teals, grey plovers, godwits and skuas —all at home
in the shalliws along with the sea lavender and golden
samphire, wild carrots and vellow-horaed poppies thal in
spason brighten the edges of the sand and shingle beach.
Wild and windswept it may ba, but when the sun comes out
it could be Malibn, and the little chalets weekoid hide-
aways fur movia siars, i

They would not be disappointed _ ™. ”L G
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liy The Sportsinan. Inside, the stripped =3
ping floor and sturdy tables, hand-built |
from reclaimed wood, create g5
irresistible atmosphere of relaxad Bﬁ

spacicnesnaess, In August, with hanging
haskets braving the sall breeze, and

in

sarvalury, the place had a nautical, I
holiday atmosphere.
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The food leans suitahiy towards the maritime, though
not exclusively. I was pleased to see the plump lainhs
{alteniug on the salty grass in the fields all around renve-
sanled on the menu. But, in homage to the seaside spict, T
went for the thornback ray 10 large skate) served with o spiey
salsa of fresh tomatosc My 16-vear-old son chose the crispy
Auck whirch, in rontrast to the orientsl style, managed to be
maltingly tender inside a light. golden, almosi fimsily crisp
skin. Both veare served on a medlay of steamed goeens with
a few firm, lightly boiied potatoes,

We started with a mixed antipasti that inelnaed a
salectiom of celd mesis, chulney, black olives, picklud
gierkins, tnmato bread, anchovies, salad leaves, and a licuse
speciality: oysters with warm chorizo. I havs never taste::
anything quite like it. The fusion of lastes was remarkanlz
cold. wet, warm, =ally and spicy all at onece. They are alsa
sarvad as a dish in their own right; next time [ might ba
tamiied, Nne other item deserves a mention: a proliferatios
of cold cockles — not Lasting of the vinegary proserve that has
ruined what was ont= 8 national institution but cu naturel.

ot having the world's sweetest tooth, | opled lor a
simple dessert of pecorino cheese and a fow grapes. But
tliers was much enthisiasin for the strawberry gratin — a ball
of homemade vanilla ice cream drowned in sirawberries

and sabayon (a sweel custard), then

toasiad vnder the grill.
= Like most moder pubs, The
- Sportsman serves perfocily acceptable
If wines hy the plass and b=s & reasonably
pricad selection of bottles irom Europe
and the Mew World., But an added
attraction [we are in England after all)
is the gond rang= of ales from shap-
herd MNeamie, the sole remaining
sizable brewer in oui most famous »




