Merchant City
Start at the traffic lights outside the Barony Hall, diagonally opposite the Cathedral which dates from the 12th century. You are in the oldest part of the city. Walk southwards downhill along Castle Street. At the bottom, carry straight on over the junction with George Street into High Street. If you look down the road to your left as you cross (Duke Street), you can glimpse a grey two storey office block about half a mile away, just beyond the trees. This is Inbev’s Wellpark Brewery, makers of Tennent’s Lager, scourge of Scotland’s thinly spread real ale scene.
You are now entering the Merchant City, the original hub of Glasgow. In the 18th century the area was transformed and rebuilt by the city’s Tobacco Lords who constructed their mansion houses and warehouses in these streets. For the last 25 years, it has been undergoing urban renewal and is one of the most dynamic areas in which to live, work and play. High Street, which you are now walking down, with the prominent Tolbooth Steeple of 1628 in the distance, was once the west coast link between north and south Scotland. About 100 yards beyond the railway bridge behind the Steeple, the ancient road carried on rightwards down Bridgegate towards a ford or ferry over the River Clyde, just to the west of today’s Victoria Bridge. High Street Station on your left is very useful for a fast trip to Charing Cross (for the Bon Accord) and Partick (see our Subway crawl).
Back to our crawl. Cross over the junction with Ingram Street, 50 yards downhill, and turn right into Blackfriars Street. On the right is Babbity Bowster, named after an old Scottish wedding dance. The interior consists of simple wooden floorboards, a large fireplace stoked with peat briquettes, and walls decorated mainly with pictures of Glasgow in the 1950s and 60s by photographer Oscar Manzaroli. There are three real ales available, usually Caledonian R&D Deuchars IPA plus two guest ales. Addlestone’s cider is also available on handpump. Food is available every day from 12pm (Sunday 12.30) until 10.30. Folk musicians turn up for an impromptu session from 4pm on Saturdays. If the Spring weather is mild enough, you can sit outside.
On leaving Babbity’s turn right outside and walk to the end of the road. The building opposite you, the Old Fruitmarket, was the venue of CAMRA’s first two Great British Winter Beer Festivals in February and November 1997. Turn left into Albion Street. 50 yards down on the right is Blackfriars, a stalwart among Glasgow’s real ale pubs. Although it is run by a real ale enthusiast, it endeavors to cater for virtually anyone’s tastes by selling interesting varieties of other types of drink. There are four ales on handpump and another on air pressure. Tetley Bitter is always available and the others are guests. Addlestone’s Dry Cider is also available on air pressure. Some bottled Belgian, Czech and German beers are stocked. Food is available from 12pm (Sunday 12.30) until 10pm.

Leave by the door next to the beer blackboard and turn left, then left again after 40 yards into Candleriggs. Note the plethora of restaurants in this area. Walk down Candleriggs towards the traffic lights and carry on over the road, Trongate, into King Street. As you cross Trongate, you can see to your left the Tron Steeple of 1637, once attached to St Mary’s Church which was burnt down in 1793 by drunken members of the so-called “Hell-Fire” club. An 18th century curry club, I wonder? Walk 40 yards down King Street to the junction with Parnie Street where you find Lauries Bar, a new pub opened in December 2002. This is a large split level room with an island bar which has two handpumps dispensing Deuchars IPA plus a guest ale. Food is available Friday and Saturday 12-7pm. On Saturday afternoons there is live trad jazz.

Depart via the King Street exit and turn right, carrying on downhill over Osborne Street. On your left, the arches of the railway viaducts have been converted into a shopping mall. At the inner corner is Mono, a brewpub of sorts. I don’t recommend it as some of the gimmicky homemade concoctions have an ABV as low as 1%. However, it does do proper Williams Bros Gold if you want to do some ticking. It has also been known to brew a Koelsch style beer in the past. Back to walking down King Street. The car park on your right and the pyramid shaped building in the distance was the site of St Enoch Station, closed in 1966. Keeping the car park on your right, follow the road round to the right. This is Bridgegate, leading to the site of the ancient Clyde crossing. On the left at the end of Bridgegate is the Victoria Bar.

The Vicky is one of the city’s most famous pubs long associated with folk music, real ale and its cosmopolitan clientele. The basic wooden interior of the public bar, adorned with a multitude of posters of cultural events from Glasgow’s recent past, was further developed 25 years ago by the lounge to the left where folk musicians gather late Saturday afternoons. There is a wonderful old beer bottle collection featuring many closed breweries and a Robert Youngers brewery mirror. The beers are Deuchars IPA and a guest ale. Bar snacks are available all day.
Leaving the Vicky, turn left outside then immediately left again into Stockwell Street. On your left, beside Victoria Bridge, is Clutha Vaults. Walking in here is like stepping into Glasgow’s past, even though the decor is only 15 years old. The pictures and drawings of Old Glasgow are totally absorbing. Deuchars IPA is once again the standard beer here. Food is served 11-5 Saturday, 12.30-3 Sunday.
Go out of the Clutha, turn right and cross the road towards the main entrance to the Holiday Inn Express. Just past ‘ristorante’ on the left is The Scotia Bar which is under the same ownership as the Clutha. This low-ceilinged, wood paneled piece of old Glasgow has character oozing out of its pores. It is world renowned for folk music and also promotes poetry and writers’ groups. The walls are a fascinating exhibition of Glasgow’s past. Once again Deuchars is the beer here. Food is available during the day. Merseyside members looking forward to 2008 may be interested to know that during Glasgow’s 1990 reign as European City of Culture, the Clutha and Scotia denounced the whole thing for its elitism and organised themselves as the HQ of the ‘Resistance Movement’. All they achieved was turning themselves into a curious sideshow within it!
There is one more bar on this crawl, but if you have had enough, First Glasgow’s 74 bus passes along here (Stockwell Street) northbound back to the Barony Hall or southbound where you can join up with the Cathcart Circle crawl (look out for Crosshill Station). For the last pub, cross the road outside the Scotia and turn leftwards, walking past the large carpark. On your right you can see the clock tower of our last venue above the railway viaduct, illuminated at night. After 100 yards, turn right into Osborne Street and carry on for 300 yards, crossing over King Street, to the end of the road, opposite a keg pub called O’Briens. As you cross the road here (Saltmarket) under the railway bridge, you can look ahead up St Andrews Street where, about 90 yards away, you can see the final pub, the former St Andrews Church of 1739 with the aforementioned clock tower. This is St Andrews in the Square, a venue dedicated to Scottish music. The bar here is Cafe Source, a basement whose entrance is in front of the right hand column. There is usually one guest beer available. Food is available during the week 12-3 and 5-9 (10pm Fridays) and from noon (Sunday 12.30pm) until 10pm weekends.
On leaving Cafe Source, return along St Andrews Street towards the railway bridge, turn right and proceed up Saltmarket towards the Tolbooth Steeple with its blue clock faces, the last remnant of the old Tolbooth of 1628. Carry straight on up High Street, crossing Bell Street. After William Hill you regain the outward journey close to Babbity Bowster. Retrace your steps uphill back to the Barony.

