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Oxford, England – One of the more enjoyable aspects for me when I visit any part of Great Britain is dining in pubs.  Although there are now far more restaurants available than when we lived here 40 years ago (and the food is far better now), I still prefer to eat dinner in the ubiquitous pubs.
Here in Oxford, as in most English cities and villages, there are many, all offering a large variety of choices of beer on tap.  One difference between now and those days back in the 1970’s is that all of the beers are now served cold.  At that time then a patron was likely to receive room temperature beer, and if you preferred a soft drink, that would also be served in the same manner.  

But it is the food which draws me to the pubs.  I love fish and chips, and where else can one find more authentic fish and chips than here in a British pub?  The cod is typically served in one long piece and is deep fat fried to perfection.  It is served in a sea of french fries, and, as opposed to just about anywhere else in the world, is often served with a side of mashed peas.  Tasty!   Other favorites are the steak pies.  There is a variety to choose from, including steak and ale, steak and kidney, plus several other local variations.  These are essentially what Americans would term a “pot pie,” but that descriptor does not do justice to the pastry on these pies.  They are hand-made and come puffed up and steaming.   Again, tasty!   My absolute favorite item is the pub bangers and eggs – British sausages served with over-easy eggs with a side of baked beans and toast.  My wife does not share my fascination with the sausages.  They are quite different from those offered here in the States.  They have their own unique flavor – some Americans would argue that it is an acquired taste.  Apparently I have not only acquired it, but embraced it.
Speaking of differences, the most significant change which I noticed while in the British pubs, at least here and in London, was that the staff behind the bar and the servers were almost all Eastern Europeans.  All spoke accented, but understandable, English and had come here in recent years to obtain work, and, as several expanded to me, “a better life.”  I do not know who is working in the kitchens, but I assume that the composition is similar – not unlike the fact that Mexicans and Central Americans are performing nearly all the same jobs here in the U.S. This influx of immigrants is due to the extremely poor economic conditions in many of the Eastern European countries, such as Bulgaria and Romania.  Entrance into Britain has been very easy up to now for these immigrants due to the European Union policy of free movement guaranteed by the Maastrict Treaty signed in 1993.  This set of rules guarantees not only unrestricted movement in an out of signatory countries, but also establishes the right to work in each of the EEU nations.  As a result, Britain has been flooded with Eastern Europeans seeking work not available in their homelands.  

We met such a person who was working as a driver for Enterprise car rental.  His job consists of driving a van back and forth from Heathrow airport (outside London) to the Enterprise rental lot.  He told us that he was from Romania and had come to England less than a year earlier.  In Romania he had been an officer in the army, but his salary of 500 Euros a month did not allow a “decent life.”  He said that his rent there was 250 Euros a month, and that after paying for food and other necessities he had little left to support his family.  He proudly told us that he is now making well beyond what he did in Romania and was very happy that he had come to England.  

Situations such as this are not sitting well with many Brits.  There is a move on to have the government opt out of the EEU in the near future.  Public opinion seems to be split on this possibility, which is routinely referred to as “Brexit.” [Britain exiting the EEU].  Prime Minister Cameron has been negotiating with his European counterparts to amend the current rules (at least for Britain) to add additional barriers to free movement.  Something will happen on this in the months ahead.  If you wish to bet on it, you can go to any of the local bookies and place your bet (bookmaking is legal here and the shops are everywhere).
As an outsider, I do not have a position on the issue.  Hell, I am not certain how I feel about our own immigration policies here in the U.S.  But what I do know is that no matter who is doing the cooking and serving, I hope to be able to continue my love affair with those wonderful British pubs!
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E-R

