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Area Focus: Cambridgeshire

Escaping the 9 to 5
The number of West 
Sussex micropubs 
continues to grow. One 
of the latest additions 
is The Escapist in 
Chichester. Alex Wright 
finds out more

Many of us dream of escaping the 
familiar 9 to 5 routine and being 
our own boss. That is exactly what 
friends Steve Pottinger and Tom 
Owen did when they decided to 
launch The Escapist micropub in 
Chichester just before the first 
lockdown.

“We came up with the name to 
personify the escapist life where 
you can do whatever you want – 
quit your job, go out for a long ride 
on your motorcycle or even just go 
down the pub for a pint,” explained 
Owen, who has previously worked 
a range of jobs including hospitality 
and property lettings. “Essentially, 
though, it’s just somewhere you 
can go for a nice drink in a friendly 
atmosphere.”

Having met through their partners, 
the pair, who are both big real ale 

and craft beer fans, would regularly 
go for nights out. It was on one 
such occasion in Easter 2018, while 
setting the world to rights, both fed 
up with mundane jobs and finding 
a decent place to have a pint, that 
they decided to try starting their 
own operation.

After sitting down to write a 
business plan and going to visit 
other micropubs in the area to  
see their models, the first 
consideration was to find a site 
in an affluent market town and 
Chichester ticked all the boxes. 

The duo found a premises in  
the centre of the city just off  
the main drag in a pedestrianised 
street, which had been a  
butchers, delicatessen, and  
vintage clothing shop in  
previous incarnations.
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6. Stoneworks
8A Church Street, Peterborough PE1 1XB 
www.thestoneworks.co.uk

7. Wonky Donkey
102C Fletton High Street, Old Fletton 
Peterborough PE2 8DR  
Tel: 07835 594104

4. Drayman's Son
29a Fore Hill, Ely CB7 4AA  
Tel: 01353 662920  
www.draymansely.co.uk

5. Frothblowers
78 Storrington Way, Werrington 
Peterborough PE4 6QP  
Tel: 07756 066503  
www.frothblowers.site

1. Bank 
9 High Street, Willingham CB24 5ES  
Tel: 01954 200045 / 07854 860727 
www.thebankmicropub.co.uk

2. Bumble Inn
46 Westgate, Peterborough PE1 1RE 
Tel: 07801 569192 
www.thebimbleinn.wordpress.com

3. Courtyard
Pendrill Court, Unit 2,  
Ermine Street North,  
Papworth Everard CB23 3UY 
Tel: 01480 830125 
www.courtyardpapworth.com

Owners Tom Owen (l)  
and Steve Pottinger
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Escaping the 9 to 5

Planning challenges
Because the local council has 
designated that 75% of the city 
centre’s premises have to be retail, 
they faced an uphill task to get 
planning permission. After their 
initial application was rejected, 
Pottinger and Owen put it before 
a council planning committee 
meeting, where they appeared,  
with their landlord’s full support,  
to present their case.

“The whole process was a  
challenge to say the least,”  
Owen told Micropub Magazine.  
“But after lobbying the council  
hard and getting letters of  
support from local residents, we 
made the breakthrough.”

Having convinced the councillors it 
would be an asset to the city, the 
application was approved. Shortly 
after, the pair signed the lease in 
March 2020, only for the Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson to announce 
the first lockdown days afterwards.

Unperturbed, with the help of 
Pottinger’s father-in-law, they got to 
work renovating the site, installing a 
bar and all the equipment, learning 

on the job as they went along. They 
have since made a couple of tweaks 
so the micropub is in the style they 
wanted it.

“We are both quite practical and 
hands-on, so it wasn’t too difficult 
a task,” said Pottinger. “We wanted 
to retain some of the nice old 
features such as the B&S Butchers 
initials on the front door, while 
putting our own mark on the place.”

They have sunk the best part of 
£25,000 of their own savings into 
setting up the micropub, with 
Pottinger joking that “we only had 
£12, so we decided to put it behind 
the bar and buy ourselves a drink”. 
The micropub officially opened on 
July 31, 2020, to great fanfare, but 
was forced to close on November 
16, 2020, when the second 
lockdown was announced.

Community support
Having knocked up a website to sell 
beer online, the duo started doing 
takeaways from December 2020 
and then deliveries between late 
January and May 2021. Shunning 
the opportunity to open up again 
under the “scotch egg and outdoor 
dining only” restriction, supported 

We have been so 
lucky that the  
local community 
have supported  
us throughout  
the pandemic.  
It’s a great mix  
of different age 
groups from 
university students, 
young couples and  
middle-aged  
people through  
to seniors
Steve Pottinger, The Escapist

by a Government Bounce Back 
Loan, Pottinger said they instead 
reopened in May 2021, and trade 
has been brisk ever since.

“We have been so lucky that the 
local community have supported 
us throughout the pandemic,” 
said Pottinger. “It’s a great mix of 
different age groups from university 
students, young couples and 
middle-aged people through to 
seniors.”

Having kept the security of their 
9 to 5 jobs, working evenings and 
weekends to keep the micropub 
going, Pottinger and Owen 
finally handed in their notices in 
December 2021 and threw their lot 
in. And they were glad they did.

The micropub is a sight to behold, 
with a large windowed frontage. 
Inside, it is forty square metres 
large with a capacity for 39 people. 
Having secured a pavement licence, 
it also has space for 30 to 40 
people sitting outside, which comes 
into its own in the summer as it is 
south-facing.

Extensive range
There are always six lines of 
beer and a cider on at any time, 
including two pale ales or IPAs, a 
sour, a bitter, a lager and a dark 
beer such as a porter or stout, as 
well as 30 to 40 different varieties 
of beer in cans, to cater for everyone. 

Pottinger and Owen source their 
beer locally from Little Monster 
Brewery, ABYSS Brewing in Lewes, 

Gun Brewery in Heathfield, Missing 
Link Brewing in West Hoathly, 
Unity Brewing in Southampton, 
Staggeringly Good Brewery in 
Portsmouth, and Phantom Brewing 
in Reading, among others.

Nationally, they bring in beer from 
London, Manchester, Bristol, and 
Durham, as well as from Scotland, 
Wales, and Ireland. They also stock 
beer from as far afield as France, 
Spain and the Netherlands.

For the Six Nations Rugby 
Championship, they will be offering 
beers from each of the countries 
participating in the tournament. 
Coming at a premium, Pottinger 
advised the French beer is well 
worth a try.

Every Friday, a food truck selling 
Mexican fare turns up, dispensing 
everything from burritos to nachos 
and tacos. The micropub, which is 
open Tuesday to Sunday, also hosts 
live music events, with plans to run 
pub quizzes.

In the future, Pottinger and Owen 
plan to recruit some part-time staff. 
Longer term, they want to set up 
another micropub or a brewery tap 
in the same vein.

For now, though, the pair are 
just happy to improve their beer 
knowledge and “understand the 
science behind the product they 
sell.” Having ditched the 9 to 5, it 
certainly gives them more scope  
to pursue the things they really 
want to do. 

The Escapist
9 Crane Street
Chichester
West Sussex PO19 1LJ
Tel: 01243 776599
www.theescapistchichester.co.uk

The micropub’s frontage

The cosy bar area

Having a chat with punters, 
and the pub’s own glassware
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And todays beers are!


