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Banbury, England – When we lived 20 miles west of here in Oxford during the mid-70’s, one of our favorite treats was to walk a few blocks from our home to the  commercial district of a section of the city called Summertown.  Our objective was what we considered to be the world’s greatest fish and chips joint.   I say “joint” because it was strictly a functional eatery - a few bare tables for those who chose to eat inside.  The only items on the tables were some bottles of vinegar and salt shakers.   Most, including ourselves, chose take-out.
The fish was cod and, like the fries which came with it, was deep fat fried in a vat of boiling lard just across the counter.   The fish and fries were wrapped in newspaper.  It was difficult to wait the five minutes to get home to dive into the fish which I drenched in vinegar.  I do not recall the price, but it was extremely inexpensive. 
Recently we returned to Oxford for a visit and soon hopped the number 2 bus for a short ride to Summertown. Where the fish and chips store had been located was now a large grocery store.  Hopefully we walked all throughout Summertown, but, alas, no fish and chips.  When I asked a local what had happened to “our store,” his answer did not help:  “Sorry, mate, that place has been gone for years.”
The next day we did have an order of fish and chips at a pub in Oxford, but it was definitely not the same.  It came on a plate, the fish was a small portion, and the fries were terrible.  And I missed the authenticity of the newspaper.  No amount of vinegar could lessen my disappointment.
So it was with great hope that I arrived here in Banbury.  It is more of a working class town than Oxford, so surely it would have a wealth of fish and chip options.  As we walked around the center of the city, I kept looking for any sign of a fish and chips store, joint or otherwise.  Nothing, nada, zippo, zilch!  In desperation I asked an older fellow who was sitting on the ground in front of a “pound store” [this is just like a dollar store in the U.S. except that everything inside sells for one pound (about $1.50).  Judging by the wrapper, he was just finishing eating a McDonald’s cheeseburger.   
“Any good fish and chips places around here?” I asked.
He literally jumped up, flashed a nearly toothless grin, and excitedly told me, ‘You bet, mate.  And it’s close.  Best fish and chips around.”
He gave me directions, and within a five minute walk, we were there.  It was small, but definitely a fish and chips only place, named appropriately, Banbury Fish Bar.   We sat at a small Formica-lined table and a young waitress took our order.  For 3 pounds 50 pence ($5) we were soon rewarded with an incredibly delicious piece of fried cod surrounded by a sea of French fries - and a Diet Coke.  Heaven!   The only thing missing was the newspaper wrapping.  Ours had come in a plastic mesh bowl with a piece of slick white paper holding the food.   There was a bottle of vinegar on the table, along with salt and pepper shakers.
After eating, I went over to pay the fellow who was doing the cooking.  He was a jovial type, who laughed when I told him about the guy who had told us that this place was the “best fish and chips in town.”  
“Well, that bloke was right,” he explained with a smile.  “We’re the only fish and chips place left.  The rest closed.  We’ve been here for 45 years.”  
“So what happened to the newspaper?” I asked.
“Oh, those health guys stopped that long ago.  Said it wasn’t sanitary.  Fuckin’ stupid!  That newsprint was good for you.  I miss it.  Now I have to buy these fuckin’ sheets of white paper.  I could buy some that’s printed up to look like newspaper, but it costs five times as much - and it’s not the same, is it?”
I nodded agreement and told him how much we had enjoyed our meal.  As I left, I felt sorrow that this aspect of English culture has been so eroded by the explosion of American fast food “restaurants” throughout England.  While searching for fish and chips here today, I had passed one American franchise after another, McDonald’s, Burger King, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Taco Bell…..all doing far more business than The Banbury Fish Bar.
As we left Banbury, I found myself wondering how much longer “my” fish and chips joint can hang on.  
I thought you might like to know.
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