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THE BREWING TRADE IN NORTH EAST ENGLAND, 1869-1939. PART III 

 
BRIAN ROBERT BENNISON 

Chapter 5: Competition, management and performance 

 

Introduction 

 

The 23 years preceding the outbreak of the First World War 

was a period which saw developments in the way brewers 

conducted their business. Alongside the structural and 

technical changes in the industry, firms found themselves 

operating in a more sophisticated competitive environment 

which demanded a more professional approach to manage-

ment. The performance of brewing companies was also 

subject to much greater public scrutiny. 

 

 

Competition 

 

Consumption and Price Competition  

 

The brewing industry’s national market, measured in 

terms of aggregate beer consumption (Appendix 9), 

grew by 2.6% from 1890-95 and then by a further 17.0% 

from 1895-1900. In the second half of the decade, per 

capita consumption had also risen and served to rein-

force the expansionary mood in which brewers operated. 

After 1900, however, the social and legislative environ-

ment began to change and brought serious implications 

for the brewers’ competitive position. The market for 

beer, notwithstanding brief recoveries around 1906 and 

1911-13, embarked upon a long-term decline. Total con-

sumption in 1914 was down 5.3% on 1900 but, more 

significantly, per capita consumption fell by 15.5% in 

the same period. 

  

What caused this fall in the demand for beer is a matter for 

debate, although the temperance movement naturally 

claimed responsibility. Dingle, however, identifies two 

main economic influences at work. Firstly, from the 1880s 

drink became ‘more expensive relative to an increasingly 

wide range of consumer goods’, and secondly,  

drink consumption per head rose when an increase in real wages 

came in response to rising money wages, as occurred in ... 1900, and 

to a minor extent around 1890 and 1910. But when real wages rose 

as a result of falling prices between 1880 and 1895, the level of 

drink consumption stagnated.1  

 

It seems that in the period before 1900 brewers were essen-

tially competing to retain custom when the inclination of the 

customers was to switch expenditure to the growing variety 

of other commodities, including food, which was becoming 

relatively cheaper. After 1900, with incomes stagnating, the 

brewer was faced with a public who preferred to maintain its 

consumption of the new commodities at the expense of 

drink. In the 1890s North East brewers had not only in-

creased their market share by the acquisition of other firms 

and licensed property but had increased output. By 1900, 

however, falling consumption put great competitive pressure 

on them in the domestic market and the possibility of seek-

ing markets outside the region was not one that they pursued 

to any great extent.2 

 

Price had never been the basis upon which brewers compet-

ed with one another. One North East newspaper commented 

in 1900 that ‘the price of beer, like the price of penny stamps 

and sixpenny pot pies, never varies at the long bar’.3 Follow-

ing the lead of the successful Burton, London and Scottish 

firms, local brewers regarded the reputation for the quality 

of their product as a more important element than price. For 

instance, when extra duties were imposed in 1900 and added 

around £4,000 to the costs of some of the North East’s larg-

est brewers, they resisted a reduction in the strength of their 

beer as a means of absorbing some of the extra cost.4 Aware 

of the public suspicions on this matter and the competitive 

imperative of retaining their reputation, they regularly and 

publicly denied they were taking this course. They were also 

called upon to defend their reputations following the 

‘arsenical poisoning scare’ of 1900 and some firms used 

annual meetings to reassure the public that North East 

drinkers were not at risk, whilst others specifically began 
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advertising their beers as being produced from only ‘pure’ 

ingredients. 

 

By this stage, however, the brewers were unable to engage 

in price competition since profit margins ruled out price-

cutting. Moreover, market conditions meant beer had already 

become relatively more expensive. Hawkins and Pass point 

out that:  

 

Unlike other industries, the fundamental problem facing the brewing 

industry was not one of imports or the entry of new products, but a 

fall in demand brought about by the changing pattern of social  

habits. Cost reduction was the only practical way of increasing 

margins.5 

 

But while brewers avoided price competition, the hard-

pressed retailer sometimes took initiatives to reduce the unit 

price to his customer. Landlords selling beer on draught 

were able, if they thought market circumstances warranted 

it, to practise the ‘long pull’ in which a larger measure of 

beer was given than the quantity paid for.  

 

 

The influence of transport  

 

Technical advances inside the brewery during the period 

1891-1914 were thought to have had little influence on the 

structure of the industry.6 But it was transport, in the form of 

the steam wagon and evolution of the petrol lorry, that had 

perhaps the greatest implications for the geographical struc-

ture, of the industry and the configuration of competition. 

The smaller brewer, particularly in the rural areas, was less 

exposed when the horse-drawn dray was the customary 

means of conveying beer between brewer and retailer. At 

that time, when beer was difficult and costly to transport far 

afield and was also likely to suffer in quality as a result, the 

product tended to be sold and consumed close to where it 

was produced. But once an effective method of carrying beer 

appreciable distances was available the larger brewer could 

then exploit the chance to enter the market area of other 

firms and saw it as worthwhile to acquire and supply tied 

houses in another’s territory. 

 

Steam-powered road vehicles were around on a small scale 

in the early nineteenth century but their development was 

checked by restrictive legislation until 1896. Before then, the 

only alternative to the horse-drawn dray was the railway 

network, but since this could involve considerable transfers - 

between brewery, railway stations, junctions, stores and 

consumers - the number of handlings could reach eight and 

the number of haulages four. This made rail transport a via-

ble method for those brewers delivering over long distances 

to agencies or bottling stores, but left the horse as the only 

practical method of delivery within a reasonable radius of 

the brewery. At the end of the nineteenth century, for exam-

ple, Vaux operated from Sunderland with three-in-hand 

teams pulling eight tons and travelling as far as Easington 

and Wingate.7 

 

the larger brewers, and more especially the Burton and metropolis 

firms, have largely availed themselves of the agency of grocers and 

shopkeepers in nearly every town and village in the Kingdom, so 

that certain brands are now to be obtained in the most remote places, 

thus seriously interfering with the local brewers’ trade, who, after 

making futile attempts to compete in quality and price with his 

monster competitors, at length gives up the struggle.
5 

 

When steam wagons appeared at the Liverpool Self-

Propelled Traffic Association Trials of 1898 interest in them 

was revived. Being capable of carrying heavy loads over 

short or medium distances, the power-controlled dray was 

attractive to brewers. Calculations in 1900 put the annual 

cost for a horse-drawn dray to carry three tons at over 

£1,000, but the comparable cost of a steam dray carrying the 

same weight was less than half that figure. Steam wagons 

were adopted by brewers, although there was some caution 

about moving too quickly in anticipation of continuing im-

provements in design. Nevertheless, British industry in 

general had taken up the new wagons and, in the North East, 

Newcastle Breweries bought steam wagons in 1900 and 

1902, and a steam lorry in 1903. Also at the turn of the 

century, Forster’s of Bishop Middleham sent their beer to 

Ferryhill station and also collected malt etc. by traction en-

gine with two wagons attached.8 

 

It was certainly the bigger breweries that bought steam 

wagons, although it was felt in some quarters that it may 

have been for their promotional or advertising value as much 

as the material benefit that accrued from utilisation, and a 

more promising feature in the first decade of the twentieth 

century was the progress in the development of vehicles for 

carrying heavy loads. It was not until immediately before the 

First World War that steam and petrol wagons were taken up 

in numbers and the 1913 Commercial Motor Exhibition 

showed brewers amongst the most important buyers of 

heavy vehicles, by which time the petrol wagon was recog-

nised as the most appropriate vehicle after a distance of 35 

miles per day. The use of road transport by brewers had been 

given a boost by increased railway rates which coincided 

with advances in the reliability and durability of the petrol 

lorry. In the North East, in 1914, Rowcll’s ordered two 

Daimler 4 ton petrol lorries and a 5 ton steam wagon, and by 

now many of the more important brewers had the means of 

making deliveries on journeys too long for the horse to 

achieve in an acceptable time.9 For the firms with the greater 

concentration of retail outlets the cost of new forms of trans-
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portation, in terms of the cost of delivery per barrel, did not 

prove prohibitive. 

 

So it was, that whilst all breweries maintained their stables 

for local deliveries, some were adopting new methods to 

break through the boundaries of their local market. It was 

not the brewing process so much as the distribution of the 

product that gave the bigger firms the competitive edge, 

allowing them to extend their markets and enjoying savings 

which served to weaken the competitive position of the al-

ready vulnerable small brewer. 

 

 

Competition in retailing  

 

It was in the area of the retail trade and the acquisition of 

public houses where the most obvious rivalry amongst brew-

ers took place. Paradoxically, the reduction in ‘free houses’ 

through the increasing control by brewers of the retail mar-

ket and the imposition of restrictive agreements oil tenants 

was actually a procedure by which the trade in many locali-

ties became more competitive. Hawkins and Pass conclude 

that: 

 

viewed in the context of the circumstances of the industry in the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century, ... the process must be looked 

upon somewhat differently. Given the fact that his competitors were 

buying up outlets, no brewer ... could afford not to do likewise if he 

were to survive. In this more general sense, forward integration, far 

from suppressing competition was essential 

to its continuance.10 

 

There are dangers, of course, in generalising about competi-

tion, especially with regard to retail outlets like public 

houses whose trade conditions and competitive environment 

were particularly localised. Some of the contemporary press 

comment and the literature since has created the impression 

that the licensed property market was a single homogeneous 

one and that brewers were indiscriminate in the manner in 

which they bought public houses. The Times, for example, 

talked of "the reckless purchase of tied houses" by 

‘competitors, eager to grab trade’ who ‘simply tumbled over 

each other’s heels in the scramble’.11 What is clear from 

available North East evidence is the key role played by loca-

tion in determining both the price and the extent of brewer 

interest in licensed property. A Newcastle builder and valuer 

illustrated the influence of the neighbourhood in 1897 thus: 

 

a house in a first class street, in one of the best business streets in 

town, the difference between that and an ordinary business house is 

not nearly so great as it would be in the locality of large engineering 

or other works. In Grainger Street, some of the houses would bring 

quite as much for ordinary business purposes as they would as  

licensed houses. There is no large amount of drinking going on in 

them... The ordinary brewer’s beer is only sold in them to a small 

extent; but close to a large works or at a colliery village, such as 

Ashington, the brewer can send in his own drink, and that is largely 

consumed, so he can afford to pay a high price.12  

 

Certainly, in the early 1890s when brewers were assiduously 

seeking property, they still exercised a caution which belies 

the impression given in the press. Shortly after flotation, 

Newcastle Breweries were offered two local brewery busi-

nesses, Turnbull’s and Crosthwaite’s with substantial tied 

estates, but which the company declined, as they did with an 

offer of certain properties from Rowell’s. Again, in 1893, 

the company turned down the offer of sundry public houses 

from St. John of Sunderland and then refused another offer 

of an estate of several public houses and other properties 

from an unnamed brewer for £97,500.13 Other North East 

brewers also exercised similar caution when buying houses 

during a period when the struggle between brewers for 

licensed property was at its height. Moreover, when the 

licensed market was in the doldrums, brewers were never-

theless prepared to pay well for a well-situated house. In 

1907, for example, Nimmo’s bought a property in Bowburn 

after ‘spirited competition’ aroused by the public house’s 

proximity to a newly sunk pit shaft.14 

 

A further flaw sometimes found in contemporary reporting 

on the licensed property market is the assumption that the 

purchase of licensed property by brewers equates with an 

increase in their control of the retail trade. In some cases 

purchase was not a new entry into the retail market but 

simply a legal nicety whereby a former leasehold was con-

verted into a freehold. Under these circumstances the man-

ner in which the property was conducted was unchanged and 

to suggest that the competitive structure of the trade had 

deteriorated is misleading. 

 

The alteration and rebuilding of existing public houses, and 

the erection of new ones, was just as important a part of tile 

brewer’s competitive strategy as the acquisition of freeholds 

and leaseholds. As the brewers exhausted the supply of 

available properties more emphasis was put on improving 

the standard of amenities to differentiate them from those of 

competitors. Information available from planning applica-

tions submitted to the Newcastle and Stockton authorities 

(Table 42) shows such activity coinciding with the boom 

years up to the late 1890s. An analysis carried out on tenders 

in the Builder confirm the increased building of licensed 

houses during the decade.15 Table 43 shows the combined 

amounts appearing in the Newcastle Breweries annual re-

ports for repairs, alterations etc. Teaching its height after 

the period of peak acquisition and also following the Com-

pensation Act. 



 33 

Brewery History Number 188 

Minute book entries show that most of Newcastle Brewer-

ies’ and the Northern Corporation’s acquisitions took place 

before the turn of the century, as did their rebuilding.16 That 

is not to say that new building ceased after 1900: brewers 

remained willing to erect a new hotel or public house when 

realistic opportunities presented themselves. Robt. Deuchar 

bought building plots for three new houses in Newcastle 

between 1899 and 1902, and Jas. Deuchar, J. Turnbull, 

W.B. Reid and North Eastern Breweries all built new ho-

tels.17 By 1910, however, new buildings were rare and re-

building had slowed down considerably. Alteration and 

extension, however, continued up until the outbreak of war. 

Plews, for example, altered six Darlington public houses 

in the period 19U0-1913.18 The type of work requiring 

planning approval does not include the regular improve-

ments that brewers were making to fabric and fittings. By 

1910, for example, many of Rowell’s public houses had 

been updated, had electricity installed and other features, 

Year Total number of applications Total number of applications Year 

    

1890 48 13 1903 

1891 51 5 1904 

1892s 47 8 1905 

1893 37 1906 5 

1894 33 1907 4 

1895 22 1908 3 

1896 32 1909 1 

1897 51 1910 5 

1898 41 1911 1 

1899 21 1912 7 

1900 19 1913 11 

1901 14 1914 5 

1902 7   

Table 42. Planning applications for rebuilding, alterations and additions to licensed premises in  

Newcastle and Stockton 1890-1914. Source. City of Newcastle Planning Applications, Tyne & Wear 

Archives Service 186; Stockton Borough Planning Applications, Vol. 2, Cleveland County Archives. 

Years £ 

  

1890-4 28,759 

1895-99 125,690 

1900-04 220,826 

1905-09 141,979 

1910-14 103,744 

Table 43. Spending by Newcastle Breweries Ltd. on repairs, alterations and improvements to public houses 1890-1914. Source. 

Amounts appearing in Newcastle Breweries Ltd. Annual Reports, 1890-1914, Tyne & Wear Archives Service 1463/125-172, for 

‘repairs and alterations to properties’, ‘special expenditure on fixtures and fittings in houses purchased’ and ‘expenditure on  

account of alterations and improvements to houses leased’. 
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such as automatic pianos, were being introduced into some.19 

 

 

The Compensation Act  

 

By 1900 the brewer’s main concern was the impetus given 

to the closure of licensed houses by magistrates. With anti-

drink organisations advocating substantial reductions in 

licences there was much public controversy about the brew-

er’s right to compensation when licence renewal was reject-

ed. A majority on the Peel Commission supported the idea 

of compensation and its provision by the trade, although the 

1902 Act which followed did nothing about compensation 

but fuelled the demands from opponents for big reductions 

in the number of licensed houses.20 A much greater number 

of licences were refused at the brewster sessions of 1903 

when, it was suggested, magistrates were ‘aiming at not so 

much the enforcement of the laws already in existence as the 

carrying out of a policy of prohibition which legislation has 

not yet sanctioned’.21 When what became the Compensation 

Act was introduced into Parliament in 1904 the brewing 

trade took the view that it was an honest attempt to solve a 

difficult question, with the Newcastle trade, for example, 

generally approving the measure and recognising that there 

had been little chance of getting anything better.22 Nonethe-

less, there remained the real threat of the authorities closing 

houses and disrupting the structure of the brewers’ retail 

trade. The abolition of redundant licences that followed the 

Act’s introduction in 1905 numbered 539 in Northumber-

land and Durham in the period to 1914, equivalent to the 

loss of 13% of all on-licences issued in 1905.23 

 

In the early years of the act there were many signs that the 

justices were determined to use their new powers. In 1905 

Newcastle magistrates investigated areas of the city where 

they believed that the demolition of dwellings and replace-

ment by warehousing and business premises had caused a 

shift in population, and, as a consequence, sixteen licensed 

premises said to be respectably managed were closed as 

being superfluous to the requirements of the neighbourhood. 

In 1906 a further 21 licenses were refused in Newcastle and 

another eighteen in 1907. Other districts in the North East 

followed corresponding patterns: in 1907 Tynemouth lost 

seven licences on grounds of redundancy and at Sunderland 

twenty-one alehouses and thirteen beerhouses were extin-

guished.24 Most North East brewers lost licences as a result 

of the Compensation Act, amongst them being the Border 

Brewery which lost six licences in Berwick in 1904, Vaux 

which lost six in Sunderland in 1907 and Cameron’s which 

lost 17 in 1906 and another nine in 1908.25 In the period 

1905-10 Newcastle Breweries lost 13 licences and in 1908 

alone 13 different brewers lost licences in the Durham 

County licensing district.26 

The annual reports of brewers referred to the damaging ef-

fect of the operation of the Compensation Act but the actual 

degree to which brewers suffered is questionable. It was the 

case that the Act imposed an extra charge on North East 

brewers and the larger ones were each paying over £3,000 

per year in levies. It was also true that brewers lost licences 

they would have preferred to retain and were able to submit 

claims to compensation courts proving that houses could 

muster solid takings. In addition, brewers could argue that 

compensation awards were usually a lot less than their own 

valuations. But such considerations, which may have been 

severely if not fatally damaging for the individual licensed 

victualler, have to be seen in the context of the brewers’ 

extensive tied estates. In the first instance, the loss of licence 

was usually safeguarded by au insurance policy and second-

ly, the surrender of a licence could be used to ensure the 

granting of another new property.27 But, above all, it is im-

possible to sec the pattern of closures working other than to 

the long term competitive advantage of the leading brewers. 

In South Shields the strategy of magistrates was to ‘close the 

smaller, less up to date houses’ and in Newcastle, justices 

followed police advice about premises where ‘trade was 

small or a catch trade, and the houses were badly adapted for 

the purposes’.28  

 

This suggests that when brewers lost licences they did not 

necessarily lose sales if the brewer with his better appointed 

houses had a more favourable survival rate than other own-

ers. It is hard to come to any conclusions other than that the 

net, long term effect of the Act was to drive drinkers to-

wards brewery-controlled premises. 

 

 

Competition from other forms of licensed premises 

 

Brewers, already well aware of falling consumption and the 

increasing competition from other commodities, also faced 

threats in the retail sector from the newly-formed public 

house trusts and more ominously, the growing club move-

ment. 

 

The public house trust came to the North East in 1900 when 

Earl Grey, who had interests in Broomhill Colliery and the 

local community, saw the growing desire for a public house 

in the district and successfully applied for a licence. Grey’s 

scheme was for a house which would use its profits to bene-

fit the local community and would allow its manager a com-

mission on non-alcoholic drinks and food. A Northumber-

land Public House Trust Company Ltd. was formed in 1901 

and a Durham and North Yorkshire version in the same year, 

both based upon the People’s Refreshment House Associa-

tion Ltd. formed by the Bishop of Chester in 1896. Although 

the trust movement excited considerable interest in both the 



 35 

Brewery History Number 188 

national and local press, and prompted brewery companies 

to take notice and frequently attack them, in reality they 

posed very little threat to the established trade. Even though 

they extended their chains of ‘model’ public houses - the 

Durham and North Yorkshire trust had fourteen properties 

by 1909 - the trusts found themselves experiencing the same 

problems that had vexed most brewers.29 

 

A more serious threat came from licensed clubs, the rapid 

growth of which in Northumberland and Durham is shown 

in Table 44. Some of these clubs were no doubt formed for 

specific political or leisure activities, but it is equally certain 

that many clubs had a primary interest in the sale of drink 

and as their popularity rose they continued to enjoy a greater 

degree of freedom from licensing and judicial scrutiny. 

From the competitive point of view, with regard to their 

share of the retail trade, the growth in membership was more 

of a concern than the actual number of clubs. The Consett 

brewster sessions were told in 1907 that membership of 

clubs in the district was ‘increasing to an alarming degree’.30 

Total membership of clubs in the division had risen by 2,000 

during the year to 12,302.31 Another minor but portentous 

aspect of the club movement was a decision by delegates of 

working men’s clubs in Northumberland, representing 6,000 

members, to pursue the idea of brewing their own beer. A 

sub-committee was appointed to meet the liquidator of the 

Rainton Brewery Company and a North of England Clubs 

Brewery Company was formed in 1905 with a capital of 

£5,000, but neither the purchase of the brewery nor the 

brewing of beer elsewhere materialised.32 

 

With clubs having to secure supplies from existing brewers 

and the North East brewers appreciating the potential of 

clubs, efforts were made by brewers to accommodate the 

financial need of clubs and secure a degree of tie. For exam-

ple, in 1902 the West Auckland Brewery company tied the 

Middleton Working Men’s Club for all their bitter beer by 

lending them £300 on mortgage, and in 1904 bought £50 of 

share stock in the Evenwood Club ‘for the sole purpose of 

securing trade’.33 In another instance, Rowell’s granted ex-

tended credit to the Gas Workers’ Club, Hebburn and pro-

vided a mortgage for a club in Dinnington. In both these 

cases Rowell’s tied them for beer and insisted on other 

clauses to safeguard the loans.34 So whilst brewers were 

critical of the privileges they felt clubs enjoyed, they also 

courted them for custom. In 1911 Rowell’s employed a rep-

resentative specifically for increasing trade with the clubs in 

the Ashington area.35 

 

Table 45 shows the number of licensed premises in each 

category in the North East for 1912. As well as confirming 

the significant number of clubs in some areas, it indicates 

the importance of the off-licence as retail outlet. Brewers 

also recognised this and had begun to tie in these outlets as 

they had public houses. By 1910, for example, North East-

ern Breweries owned 13 off-licences.36 

District Number of clubs 1905 Number of clubs 1914 % increase 

    

Durham 146 238 63 

Northumberland 68 106 56 

County boroughs    

Newcastle 42 61 45 

Tynemouth 6 4 (33) 

Gateshead 12 21 75 

South Shields 8 11 37 

Sunderland 14 16 14 

West Hartlepool 14 8 (43) 

Total 310 465 50 

Table 44 : Increase in number of registered clubs in North East Districts 1905-1914. Source. Li-

censing Statistics 1905 & 1914 (Cmnd. 2961 & 7981). 
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By the turn of the century a local newspaper commented that 

‘the good old Newcastle Mild Ale, the pure unadulterated 

product of malted barley, is hardly to be had now’.37 A wide 

range of beers was still being brewed across Britain but the 

gradual switch in public taste was such that by 1905 Baker 

could report that ‘the old fashioned, heavily-hopped ales 

have been practically displaced by lightly-hopped, fresh 

and bright ales’.38 Since the 1880s North East brewers had 

come to terms with the demand for less heavy beers, but the 

manufacture of such products required more skill, better 

equipment and could not be achieved overnight. Meanwhile, 

Burton, London and Scottish brewers who specialised in 

such products retained their advantage and continued to 

trade in the North East on their reputation. 

 

Table 46 shows the extent to which beer was being shipped 

from other UK ports, almost entirely southwards from 

Scotland, to the Tyne. Individual company records confirm 

the importance of the region for Scottish brewers. The New-

castle area was Wm. Younger’s biggest market, ahead of 

Edinburgh, Glasgow and London. Newcastle was responsi-

ble for a consistent one third share of Younger’s turnover 

from 1890-1900, and the strength of this market is demon-

strated with reference to other provincial English centres of 

Yorkshire, Liverpool and Manchester. In 1890 Newcastle’s 

turnover was less than five times these other markets put 

together, but by 1900 was nine times.39 Clearly, the Newcas-

tle market’s relative share can be explained by its convenient 

geographical position and Younger’s close links with W.B. 

Reid, but its continuance into the new century testifies to the 

firmness of the Scottish brewers’ hold on the market and the 

lagged response of the indigenous producers. All sizeable 

Scottish breweries were well represented in the North East, 

with Alloa brewer, Geo. Younger having a dozen travelling 

salesmen working out of Newcastle in 1895.40 Most Scottish 

beer was despatched to the North East by sea from Alloa and 

Leith, with cargoes of ale from Leith to the River Wear av-

eraging 7,357 tons per year between 1909 and 1914. Some 

brewers bought their own ships to make regular trips and in 

1907 Jas. Deuchar took possession of a 242 ton steamer 

specially built for the firm at Smith’s Dock, North Shields.41 

 

Burton brewers had similar experiences in the North East. 

Bass, Ratcliff & Gretton’s sales through its agencies in the 

North East are shown in Table 47. As a percentage of the 

company’s total trade and agency sales, the combined New-

castle and Stockton business declined slightly from 15.5% to 

13.1% between 1890 and 1912.42 

 

At the North East end of operations the external brewers had 

to superintend stores and transport fleets. For example, by 

1890 Edinburgh brewer J. & T. Usher was opening more 

extensive premises at Manors Station Arches ‘in conse-

quence of largely increased business in Newcastle and Dis-

trict’. London brewers, Whitbread’s, opened up a depot 

consisting of seven arches under Newcastle’s central station 

in 1896 and commissioned a specially designed building for 

storage and bottling in Middlesbrough in 1907.43 All the 

 Publicans Other on-licenses Off-licences Registered clubs 

County     

Durham 1,493 246 412 207 

Northumberland 588 59 124 100 

County boroughs     

Gateshead  116 34 65 18 

Middlesbrough 73 29 51 17 

Newcastle 355 131 175 56 

South Shields 120 39 99 9 

Sunderland 191 134 151 16 

Tynemouth 131 24 49 6 

West Hartlepool 45 38 61 8 

Table 45. Number of licences in North East districts 1912. Source. Licensing Statistics 1912 (Cmnd 7040).  
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outside brewers’ agents, travellers and managers had a vital 

role in opening up markets for their firm’s products and 

many cultivated this trade over a long period of representa-

tion in the North East. McEwan’s, for instance, had been 

represented on Tyneside by R. Bowie from the 1860s. lie 

became manager in 1881 and remained, until his death in 1912, 

in charge of the company’s Newcastle offices, its extensive 

cellars, a squad of travellers and the rolleys, horses and deliv-

ery men who distributed the firm’s beer on a daily basis.44 

 

As the years progressed, however, outside brewers began to 

find competition from the indigenous brewers of the English 

provinces becoming stronger. The improvement of local 

products and the extension of the tied trade made it a more 

difficult market for outsiders to penetrate. Geo. Younger, 

who had already closed a number of agencies including 

Stockton, cutback further in the early 1890s at Hull and 

Liverpool.45 Like other Scottish brewers, they recognised the 

value of the North East market but also the need to tie in 

trade by purchase of, or at least close involvement with, 

their local counterparts.46 

 

An analysis of licensing registers for Newcastle shows a 

marked but gradual increase in brewery ownership of pub-

lic houses over a 16 year period (Table 22). There is cer-

tainly no speeding up of the process around 1880 which 

another study of the industry suggests took place.15 Why 

the North East should be behind other areas in the pur-

chase of licensed property is difficult to explain given the 

sparsity of information. Perhaps there had indeed been a 

national trend of rapid take-off in activity after 1880 in 

which the North East did not participate or lost ground, but 

there appears to have been nothing in the distribution or 

ownership of licensed houses which made it difficult or 

unattractive for North East brewers to buy into at the same 

rate as in other parts of the country. Nor is there anything 

to suggest that brewers were less motivated than their 

counterparts elsewhere or that urban centres like Newcas-

tle or Sunderland failed to offer brewers the prospect of 

premises in close proximity to one another and within de-

livery distance of the brewery. 

 

It would seem to be the case that the licensed property mar-

ket in the North East offered relatively easy entry, with the 

ownership pattern of Newcastle’s licensed houses in 1880, 

for instance, being such that 12% were still owned by the 

licensee. This represented almost 100 sole proprietors who 

would, from time to time, put their houses up for sale or at 

least be open to offers from brewers. The only plausible 

explanation to support a ‘delayed action’ view of public 

house purchase in Newcastle and the North East must rest 

on the region’s incidence of amalgamation and public flota-

tion. The very act of merger concentrated the ownership of 

property overnight. In addition, incorporation and public 

issues of capital provided the funds required for large scale 

entry into the property market. In the North East, however, 

such events did not begin until 1890, and in most cases hap-

pened sometime later.16 

 

 

Trade Association 

 

Although the Northumberland and Durham Brewers’ Asso-

ciation had existed since 1883, it was not until the end of the 

Year Ale & porter (tons) 

  

1890 15,708 

1895 23,812 

1900 46,288 

1905 30,931 

1910 33,506 

1914 37,459 

Year Newcastle Stockton 

   

1890 216,290 101,562 

1895 210,986 113,012 

1900 299,189 143,445 

1905 241,741 129,037 

1912 218,611 129,463 

Table 46: Ale and Porter Imported Coastwise from the 

U.K. into Tyne Improvement Commission Quays 1890-

1914. Source. Tyne Improvement Commission Ac-

counts 1890-1914  

Table 47. Bass, Ratcliff & Gretton home trade sales through  

Newcastle and Stockton Agencies — 1890-1912 by value (£). 

Source. Information supplied by Bass Archives. 
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decade that it achieved any authority. In 1886 membership 

stood at 17 but by 1888 was 140, although these were by no 

means all brewers as the rules allowed full membership for 

wholesale brewers trading in the two counties and honorary 

membership from trades such as malting, hop merchants, 

distilling, the wholesale wine and spirit trades etc.47 The 

increase in membership did however reflect the anxiety 

within the trade about beer duties and legislation resulting 

from the aggressive campaigns mounted by the advocates of 

the local veto, prohibition and other schemes. All sections of 

the trade sought, therefore, to protect their common interests 

through some system of mutual cooperation. 

 

In 1891 the Northumberland and Durham Brewers’ Associa-

tion reported that 

 

the brewers and wholesale traders in this district appear at last to 

have realised the great importance of taking action to counteract  

the influence teetotal political associations have hitherto possessed 

with Parliamentary candidates; and an agency, called the General 

Association of the Licensed Trade, has, for the past 6 months, been 

in active working order under the District Secretary.
48 

 

From this point the North East brewers’ interests were 

guarded by two interrelated bodies; the Northumberland and 

Durham Brewers’ Association and a General Association of 

the Licensed Trade, which soon became the Northern Divi-

sion of the National Trade Defence Fund and then in 1900 

became the National Trade Defence Association. The North 

East brewers now had a powerful voice to propagandise on 

their behalf and also act as a forum for the discussion of 

local industrial matters. Between 1900 and 1914 all attempts 

to abolish or restrict the sale of alcoholic liquors and to alter 

the taxation or excise levels under which brewers operated 

were met with well-organised opposition. 

 

A significant portion of the Brewers’ Association member-

ship monies went to support the Trade Defence Associa-

tion’s work in arranging deputations to ministers on ques-

tions of proposed legislation and Budgets, and representing 

the trade before Royal Commissions. But much of the asso-

ciation’s work was directed towards national and municipal 

elections and the promotion of candidates connected with or 

who supported the drink trades. From 1890 to 1914 the asso-

ciation intervened in six general elections and the measures 

adopted in the 1895 election, for example, illustrated their 

approach. When the election was called all candidates were 

sent a questionnaire and committee members of the associa-

tion studied replies before drawing up a list of approved 

candidates. The secretary was then instructed ‘to use all 

legitimate means to secure their return’.49 He later reported 

on the methods by which he carried out these instructions, 

including the distribution of 12,000 individual letters and 

circulars, followed by an ‘enormous number of leaflets, 

pamphlets, and electioneering literature ... distributed 

through the kind cooperation of the secretaries of the various 

Licensed Victuallers Associations’. In addition, the 

 

President and secretary between them addressed nearly twenty 

different meetings. Large quantities of posters and cartoons were 

posted on the various hoardings and distributed throughout the 

whole district.
50 

 

Of the 32 members elected in the four counties covered by 

the association, twelve members were returned who were 

favourable to the trade compared with seven before polling. 

It is impossible, of course, to say what impact the trade’s 

propaganda had on its outcome, but the press were not pre-

pared to discount the influence of the trade. The Newcastle 

Daily Leader thought the local veto was an important issue 

and in that respect ‘the Newcastle Breweries have proved 

themselves more powerful for the purpose of electioneering 

than the Newcastle Programme’.51 Similarly vigorous efforts 

were made by the association at general elections and by-

elections that followed. 

 

The work of the National Trade Defence Association, in-

volving close cooperation at local and national levels be-

tween all sections of the trade, paved the way for the for-

mation in 1904 of the Brewers’ Society, with the Northum-

berland and Durham Brewers’ Association becoming its 

regional organisation in the North East. The local associa-

tion and the national society were concerned with the tech-

nical side of brewing as well as advising members on com-

mercial and legal matters. Given the nature of the industry 

and the amount of governmental scrutiny it attracted, it was 

inevitable that the Brewers’ Society had a very active parlia-

mentary sub-committee. Most of the work of the Northum-

berland and Durham Brewers’ Association was the provision 

of advice and sometimes financial assistance with appeals 

against licensing decisions and rating assessments. After the 

Compensation Act this work was extended to making repre-

sentations to licensing and compensation authorities to re-

duce, or even suspend, the imposition of the annual compen-

sation levy when it became clear that compensation funds 

were not being exhausted by compensation awards. After 

launching a systematic campaign in 1910, the association’s 

deputations were successful in a number of instances and the 

material benefits felt by brewers could only have encour-

aged their continued support for the association.52 In the four 

year’s of the association’s efforts up to 1914 it was calculat-

ed that savings, based on the levies imposed in 1910, ran to 

£50,000.53 

 

The membership and committee representation of the North-

umberland and Durham Brewers’ Association reflected the 
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changes in the structure of the brewing industry in the North 

East from 1890-1914. Association records show that by 

1914 there were twenty-four full (i.e. brewing) members 

comprising all the sizeable firms in the region and almost all 

those that were to prove to be the region’s longest survivors. 

The committee places were spread amongst fifteen different 

breweries in 1914 with the five officers’ positions during the 

period 1910-1914 circulating amongst only seven individu-

als.54 At the top of their trade association, therefore, was 

displayed the same continuity as in the chairmanships of the 

chief companies represented. It also indicates that those 

firms that became pre-eminent in both brewing and retailing 

terms in the North East during 1891-1914 were also most 

influential in their local trade organisation. So, aside from 

the high profile issues of trade defence, the men at the top 

had a real interest in preserving what they felt to be the ap-

propriate competitive environment. 

 

The competitive state promoted by the brewers’ trade asso-

ciation was one of maintaining cooperation and agreement 

on particular aspects of competition. Thus, for example, in 

1899 discussions were held to decide upon a uniform charge 

for deposits on bottles. A year later it was decided not to put 

up prices following increases in duty, largely because Bur-

ton and Scottish brewers had not. In 1905 local brewers 

were circulated to the effect that it was ‘most desirable’ to 

‘standardise prices and discounts and to abolish extra allow-

ances of all kinds’.55 The question of raising prices was 

again discussed in 1910 and in 1912 the association cam-

paigned amongst members against ‘the evil of the long pull’ 

and offered support to the retail trade in ‘any well-

considered and practical scheme for its abolition’.56 

 

It would appear, therefore, that the organization developed 

to protect the interests of the brewing industry could be re-

garded as successful in its aims. In the area of legislation, 

the industry continually resisted the frequent appearance of 

bills promoting ideas such as the local veto, Sunday closing, 

pure beer etc. It was also the case that regular national and 

local meetings of wholesale brewers and retailers which 

improved communications and understanding had a less 

public but equally important impact. Closer contact between 

all sections of the trade offered greater opportunities for the 

participants to make arrangements that may not necessarily 

have been consistent with greater competition. 

 

 

The localisation of competition 

 

North East brewers, like those elsewhere, fully recognised 

that commercial success depended upon both the extent and 

condition of their retail outlets, as well as the reputation of 

their products which were conspicuously advertised outside 

such premises. Competition amongst brewers was therefore 

at its fiercest when retail outlets were in close proximity and 

when the number of outlets within a particular area was 

high. If we were to consider the publicans’ licences issued 

locally in 1912 alongside the 1911 census returns for each 

district (Table 48) the disparity in concentration of houses 

becomes clear. For example, South Shields, with a compara-

ble population to Middlesbrough, had 64% more public 

houses; Tynemouth, with a smaller population than West 

Hartlepool had three times as many public houses. 

 

The essential feature of licensed house ownership reported 

in the 1892 Return (Appendix 7) was one of local concentra-

tion at a time when the North East’s brewers were at that 

stage in no sense regional in influence. Market power was 

exercised within a limited radius of the firm’s brewing 

operations, determined largely by transport and distribution 

considerations. As late as 1899 Lovibond stated that the 

Newcastle Breweries effectively traded within a limit of 

about 20 miles.57 This tendency for individual brewers to 

hold most of their property in a few neighbouring licensing 

districts, combined with the geographical concentration of 

brewing into certain well-populated areas, created the high 

incidence of collective brewery ownership illustrated in 

Appendix 8. But it was just this concentration of a number 

of brewers in places such as Newcastle and Sunderland that 

rendered individual brewers’ holdings less influential. Far 

from creating local monopolies, the large number of licensed 

houses of all ownerships within these districts, and the sev-

eral brewers with similar levels of ownership, raised the 

level of competition rather than restricted it. Even an area 

like the Durham County Petty Sessional Division, which 

took in many of the county’s mining villages but had no 

breweries situated within it, was subject to competition from 

those firms which found it easy to serve. Brewers accounted 

for 66% of public house ownership in the division, with the 

holdings of the top six providing the degree of competition 

demonstrated by Table 49. 

 

Those firms that did occupy prominent local positions were 

in those districts houses in Hartlepool in 1888, and the lat-

ter’s absorption by Cameron’s gave Harker and Cameron’s a 

joint total of half the borough’s houses in 1914. Similarly, at 

Houghton-le-Spring, local brewers Thos. Lamb and Robin-

son Bros. held almost 40% of the licences between them, 

and Joseph Johnson was the largest owner in Durham City 

and Plews the biggest in Darlington.58 The Border Brew-

ery’s Norham holding (Appendix 8) indicates that local 

domination of a minor district could be achieved by the 

acquisition of a small number of houses. 

 

Closer inspection of the licensing registers used to draw up 

Appendix 8 reveals that within each district’s overall fig-
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ures there are some telling distributions and movements 

amongst brewery ownership itself. In East Castle Ward, 

where total brewery ownership went from 37% in 1894 

to 60% in 1911, the proportion owned by the three larg-

est owners changed little at around 33%. There was 

clearly a high level of concentration in 1894 when the 

dominant firm held two out of every three houses owned 

by brewers; but by 1911 this firm held only one out of 

three and this increasing competition amongst brewers 

was due to a growing number building up small estates 

of five or more houses. In Newcastle, the top five brewers 

doubled their collective share of total licences between 

1898 and 1900, but this then remained at 18% through 

until 1912. Again, the increase in total brewer ownership 

after 1900 is explained by small brewers picking up a 

few houses.59 

 Publican’s licences Population 

County   

Durham 1,495 929,214 

Northumberland 588 371,474 

County boroughs   

Gateshead  116 116,917 

Middlesbrough 73 104,767 

Newcastle 355 266,603 

South Shields 120 108,647 

Sunderland 191 151,159 

Tynemouth 131 58,816 

West Hartlepool 45 63,923 

Table 48: Publican’s licences for each North East District in 1912 and the 1911 Census Returns for the 

same Districts. Source. Brewers’ Almanack 1914 p.200. 

Brewer % of total licences 

  

North Eastern Breweries 9.8 

J. Johnson 8.7 

Newcastle Breweries 7.6 

Cameron’s 6.0 

Robinson Bros. 6.0 

Thos. Lamb 6.0 

 44.1 

Table 49. The proportion of the total Number of public Houses in Durham County Petty Sessional 

Division held by the six largest owners, 1914. Source. Durham County Petty Session Licensing  

Register, Durham County Record Office PS/Du 50. 
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The overall, admittedly sketchy, picture of competition 

amongst brewers that emerges is one of local concentration 

by local brewers. The degree of competition was broadly 

decided by the co-existence or otherwise of brewers in cer-

tain areas and the extent to which they had spread their tied 

trade. Cameron’s for example, concentrated its efforts in the 

south of the region, recognising perhaps that distribution is 

less troublesome when tied houses are clustered nearby, and 

were consequently reported in 1901 to ‘own the great major-

ity of houses in the Hartlepools’.60 The North Eastern Brew-

eries’ tied estate mirrored its history, with most of its houses 

centring on Murray’s former properties in North West 

Durham, Junor’s at Spennymoor, its Sunderland breweries 

and Kirk’s properties around Stockton. Even by 1910 the 

North Eastern Breweries’ only houses in Northumberland 

were a handful in Newcastle and North Shields.61 Cameron’s 

and the North Eastern Breweries were often strongly repre-

sented in the same districts, although one or two other 

brewers, with more restricted distribution and retail facilities 

but with strong roots in that particular area, offered a serious 

competitive threat. For instance, in Bishop Auckland Camer-

on’s and the North Eastern Breweries competed closely with 

the West Auckland Brewery and Plews, and again with the 

West Auckland Brewery in Wolsingham (Table 50). Further 

north to the west of County Durham, the North Eastern 

Breweries were challenged by W.B. Reid and Newcastle 

Breweries. 

 

The Newcastle Breweries had a good coverage across 

County Durham and their distribution of premises over a 

wide area was given by management as proof of the compa-

ny’s ability to suffer less than others from localised trade 

depressions or industrial disputes.62 The company’s main 

rivals were neighbouring brewers. In Jarrow, in 1914, New-

castle Breweries held over one quarter of the licences, with 

another half of the licences owned by Newcastle, Sunder-

land and South Shields firms. In Gateshead almost a third of 

public louses were owned by Newcastle Breweries and two 

Gateshead brewers, and in Blaydon W.B. Reid and Rowell’s 

joined Newcastle Breweries as the three most important 

owners with a total of 35%.63 

 

The growth rates of the tied estates of Newcastle Breweries 

and North Eastern breweries reflected the national pattern 

of most acquisitions taking place before the turn of the cen-

tury. Newcastle Breweries’ tied houses increased by 50% 

from 1890-97 and then by 11% to 1914. The total houses 

controlled by North Eastern Breweries remained almost 

unaltered from 1599-1910.64 By 1914 both companies were 

large regional brewers but, as Appendix 10 shows, they were 

strong rivals in some territories and had vastly different 

competitive strengths in other parts of the region. 

 

 

Management 

 

Control 

 

Day to day management in brewing businesses seems to 

have separated along two basic lines, although the division 

in practice may have been somewhat blurred. On one hand, 

there were the general management tasks involved with 

 Bishop Auckland Wolsingham N.W. Durham 

 % % % 

Plews 10.7   

West Auckland Brewery Company 10. 16.7  

Cameron’s 15.2 16.7  

North Eastern Breweries 10.0 23.3 16.9 

W.B. Reid   12.7 

Newcastle Breweries   7.6 

Table 50. Proportion of total number of houses owned by certain brewers in three licensing areas, 

1914. Source. Bishop Auckland Licensing Registers, Durham County Record Office (DCRO) PS/Ba 10 

& 11; Wolsingham Licensing Register, DCRO PS/BA 67; West Division of Chester Ward Licensing 

Register, DCRO PS A/La 79.  
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commercial and administrative aspects of purchasing mate-

rials, controlling sales and distribution matters, along with 

the supervision of tied estates and company travellers. Sec-

ondly, there was the management of the production process 

which had conventionally been under the supervision of the 

head brewerJ651 The designation of some activities into 

either the province of general management or the brewer 

varied from firm to firm or from time to time. For example, 

when bottling and the quality of bottled beer became an 

important commercial consideration for Rowell’s the pro-

cess was transferred to the control of the head brewer.66 

 

The outstanding feature of control in North East brewing, at 

directorate level generally and in the role of managing di-

rector specifically, was one of continuity amongst family 

members. For instance, when J.W. Cameron died in 1897 his 

younger brother took over, and this was also the pattern at 

many other firms when deaths occurred and other members 

of the proprietorial families already involved with the busi-

ness took control. Indeed, there was only one new entrant to 

the industry in the North East during the period; at Darling-

ton, where solicitor T. Clayhills acquired and remodelled the 

Haughton Road Brewery in the early 1890s. At Newcastle 

Breweries and North Eastern Breweries, companies formed 

by amalgamation of several firms, different generations of 

the same family continued to exercise control. With New-

castle Breweries, apart from a brief period, it was the Reed 

family that occupied prominent positions since the early 

days of Barras & Co. Similarly, when Richard Murray, the 

powerful figure who created the North Eastern Breweries, 

died in 1913, his son succeeded him as managing director. 

Both these companies enjoyed additional advantages at di-

rectorate level as a result of their birth by merger, which 

meant all their founding board members already had consid-

erable experience in the brewing industry and licensed vict-

ualling as proprietors of their own businesses.67 But it is 

doubtful, however, whether many of the founding families 

had any great influence on the day to day operations of the 

business. In this increasingly technical and competitive in-

dustry more depended on certain positions within the firm 

being held by skilled and professional personnel. Neverthe-

less, many firms went into the 1900s with some posts filled 

by staff who had held them since long before incorporation. 

The Tweed Brewery had the same head brewer from 1882-

1910, the head brewer at Nimmo’s completed 42 years ser-

vice in 1902, the confidential clerk at the Hope and Anchor 

Brewery had been there from 1881, Newcastle Breweries 

were employing a representative in 1908 who had begun 

with Barras’s in 1878, in 1912 the head cellarman at Ridley, 

Cutter & Firth left after 45 years service, and a traveller with 

Tucker’s for 50 years retired in 1907.68 Whilst death and 

retirement may have deprived firms of their most experi-

enced personnel, it also gave them the opportunity to recruit 

new blood with the skills and outlook that best fitted the 

demands of a changing, more competitive environment. This 

was perhaps most important in the areas of finance and tech-

nical brewing but firms were also required to give careful 

thought to appointments throughout the organisation. W.B. 

Reid, for example, recruited a retired inspector with 33 years 

service in the local police force as inspecting manager for 

the company’s houses in the North Shields area.69 In this 

gradual development towards specialist management the 

North East brewers seem to have been following develop-

ments elsewhere.70 

 

The key position in the organisation remained that of head 

brewer, who way held responsible for the management of 

production and which effectively meant the maintenance of 

quality, the ultimate test of which was the extent of sales 

returns. For example, at a time when it was thought that ‘in a 

well-conducted business these should not exceed 2%’,71 

Cameron’s very small returns of 0.3% was taken as evidence 

of the overall health and strength of productive activities.72 

An insight into the working conditions and responsibilities 

of the brewer in a leading regional brewery is given in a 

long letter of resignation submitted by the head brewer at 

North Eastern Breweries to the firm’s directors in 1900.73 

W.H. Blake resigned after eleven years following criticism 

about some beers being too highly coloured. However, 

Blake’s discontent appeared to rest on more general dissatis-

factions about his responsibilities and the degree of power or 

discretion delegated to him. In this context his complaints 

were fourfold. Firstly, Blake felt he should have been con-

sulted on the buying of materials and his approval sought on 

new plant and equipment purchased. Secondly, he thought 

he should have been given complete control of all aspects of 

brewing and all workmen involved. Thirdly, Blake argued 

that the Wear Brewery plant was not "in a condition to en-

sure the economic production of sound and well flavoured 

beers and need bringing into a condition to meet modern 

knowledge and modern requirements". Finally, his duties 

and responsibilities had risen considerably but his salary had 

not kept pace. 

 

When Blake took up his appointment he supervised a pro-

duction level of less than 32,000 kilderkins per annum at 

only one brewery and a malting that produced around 3,000 

quarters of malt. The expansion of the firm meant that he 

became responsible for ‘the care and supervision of three 

breweries producing 125,000 kilderkins annually and five 

maltings yielding about 12,500 quarters of malt annually 

with a corresponding increase in ... analytical work’. Blake’s 

letter includes a description of the distribution of duties 

amongst staff under his control in reply to general manage-

ment’s querying of the reduction in output at Wear Brewery 

(which coincided with an increase in the wage bill). Blake’s 
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argument was that there were some departments, for exam-

ple malting and coopering, which were unaffected by the 

level of output  

 

The work in the maltings has considerably increased by the  

production of about 500 quarters of malt in excess of last year,  

and the fact that, during most of the year, we have been supplying 

three breweries and part of the year all four breweries, with malt 

from the Sunderland maltings, which means that the malt has to be 

moved to cleaner, dressed, sacked, weighed and dispatched. All this 

with the same malting staff as last year, help being given from the 

Brewery staff proper sometimes to the extent of four or five men per 

diem. During the summer months many musty casks, have to be 

dealt with, the cause being careless publicans and aged and porous 

casks; year by year, owing, probably, to the latter cause, this work 

increases; at the present time three men are kept constantly going at it. 

 

With regard to the brewing process itself, Blake pointed out 

that in a brewery of a particular capacity 

 

a certain staff must be maintained to turn out a certain number of 

brewings, which same staff could easily cope with a much larger 

output... In short, because a brewing or so less per week is brewed, 

it does not at all follow that you can reduce the staff, and it is  

impossible to cope with the work and maintain cleanliness, in a 

brewery of the description of the Wear Brewery, with a smaller 

staff. 

 

Also included in the wages book for which the head brewer 

was held accountable were draymen who were often trans-

ferred from work involving beer for ‘leading spirits and 

wines, doing farm work and other jobs in no way connected 

with my department. In fact, I find that during the months of 

April and May men were taken off on 76 different occasions 

for one or other of the above purpose’. A further accusation 

of Blake’s was that alterations and additions to plant had the 

effect of increasing labour rather than displacing it. For ex-

ample, ‘Wooden coolers substituted for copper and of larger 

area, large hop back with very faulty drainage, a new wort 

receiver, four refrigerators to clean instead of two and a 

longer series of wort mains to clean and maintain.’ A final 

complaint about increasing workload was that ‘the floors, 

drains etc., are in such a bad condition that hours daily are 

almost fruitlessly spent in scrubbing and cleaning’. 

 

As Blake’s letter demonstrates, the head brewer occupied an 

important position within the firm as the trained, salaried 

specialist, responsible for the functional control of a particu-

lar department, but in an organisation under the overall man-

agement of the traditional owner-families. This was the 

characteristic structure within the brewing industry at the 

time. As Chandler points out, ‘although most breweries were 

incorporated they continued to be run as private partner-

ships’.74 By this he meant that whilst positions such as head 

brewer, head clerk etc. were filled by specialist staff, it was 

the convention for members of the owner-families to have 

general responsibility for their own areas such as distribu-

tion, public house management, wines and spirits etc. 

 

The early 1870s had witnessed outside brewers consolidat-

ing their foothold in the North East market whilst ambitious 

local brewers set about organising their response, which in 

the first instance meant replicating the successful products 

of outside brewers. The leading firms in the industry also 

recognised the advantage of moving into the retail sector 

where ownership, or at least control, of licences properties 

further strengthened their competitive position. This need to 

improve products, upgrade production facilities and for-

wardly integrate in a systematic way made it incumbent on 

the leading firms to improve technical and administrative 

management, which was usually done by recruiting skill and 

experience from elsewhere. By 1890, therefore, the leading 

North East brewers had emerged from the previous two 

decades as better equipped, better managed and better pro-

vided with retail outlets; enabling them to be restructured as 

public and private companies in the new decade. 

 

 

Science and chemistry 

 

An important regional initiative in 1893 was the founding 

of the Yorkshire and North Eastern Institute of Brewing, one 

of four institutes which federated in 1895 under a central 

council. In 1898 the membership in Yorkshire, Durham and 

Northumberland was 108 but by 1903 the individual identi-

ties of the regional institutes had been surrendered with the 

formation of the Institute of Brewing. One of the objectives 

of the newly merged body was ‘the diffusion... of scientific 

and other knowledge practically and theoretically useful’.75 

in brewing and allied industries. Much of the early discus-

sion in the institute revolved around shortcomings in the 

provision for scientific education and training, but in 1900 a 

British School of Malting and Brewing was established as a 

department of Birmingham University, although an exami-

nation scheme for the Institute of Brewing did not come into 

force until 1916. Consequently, the introduction of a univer-

sal standard of tuition, knowledge and qualifications 

amongst brewers took some time to become established.76 

 

In the period 1891-1914 the prime method by which most 

firms brought more scientific knowledge and competence 

into their operations was by the appointment of a suitably 

qualified and experienced brewer. The value of a brewer 

trained elsewhere, either at a larger local brewery or at a 

firm in a more prestigious brewing centre, was not lost on 

North East brewers. Some smaller companies looked to 
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brewers who had gained experience at more advanced facili-

ties nearby, and in this way the Monkseaton Brewery took 

on, in 1898, a younger member of the Nixey family who had 

learnt the trade with Nixey, Coleclough & Baxter. But it was 

Scotland that was the source of brewers for many of the 

North East’s breweries and Johnson & Darlings, for exam-

ple, recruited an employee of MacClachlan’s of Glasgow as 

head brewer. When the West Auckland Brewery Company 

was seeking a brewer the post was advertised in the Scots-

man. Cameron’s, however, boosted their scientific approach 

in 1900 by recruiting a former pupil of Dr. H. Moritz, a lead-

ing brewing specialist who had founded the Laboratory 

Club, the forerunner of the Institute of Brewing, in 1886.77 

 

The application of chemical research to the practical work 

of brewing depended to a considerable extent upon the work 

of brewing consultants. Few breweries had established la-

boratories on their premises, not necessarily because of an 

unwillingness to do so but possibly because of the difficulty 

in finding qualified staff. For brewers who were not unaware 

of the merits of scientific examination but lacked their own 

trained chemists there was the possibility of the services of a 

consultant to test samples of beer or materials and diagnose 

problems. In 1913, when Rowell’s were experiencing some 

difficulties with one of their products, they wrote to Bir-

mingham University which recommended the head brewer 

with Rushton’s of Birmingham, who was subsequently invit-

ed to inspect the Rowell’s brewery and report on the system 

and materials used. Following recommendations - including 

an end to double brewings, a reduction in the quantity of 

home malts and a cessation in the use of spent refrigeration 

waters - the company was able to report that beers were by 

then of excellent quality.78 

Materials and labour 

 

Since 1880 the ‘free mash tun’ had allowed brewers com-

plete discretion in the choice of materials. By 1900 not only 

was a wide variety of different domestic and foreign malts 

available, but there were also different forms of sugars, rice, 

maize, hope and hop substitutes. However, the degree of 

freedom to combine these materials depended upon the plant 

and the processes used in the brewery and the type of prod-

uct produced. Moreover, the chief advantage of the newer 

substitute materials was that they could be used to keep 

down the cost of malt but, in an industry where the consum-

ers’ loyalty hinged on the standard and uniformity of quality 

of the product, the use of substitutes could prove a false 

economy. Stopes warned that: 

 

Differences in cost of materials very rarely represents the true  

brewing value or profit-earning power. It often happens that a  

very cheap barley will not malt well, or does not yield a high extract 

when brewed. In such cases it is not so cheap as it seems.
79

 

 

The use of substitutes given in brewers’ returns show a 

varying usage across collections, but nationally the propor-

tionate usage stayed almost constant from 1900 onwards. In 

1900 the total inputs of malt and malt adjuncts were broken 

down into approximately 78% malt, 16% sugar, 6% rice and 

maize etc., and unmalted corn at little more than 0.1%. For 

1912 the comparative figures were 75%, 18%, 7%, with 

unmalted corn at the same negligible level. Hop substitutes 

were never more than one half of one per cent of the total 

hop and hop substitute usage.80 Table 51 shows the actual 

usage of materials in the combined collections of Sunder-

land and Newcastle. 

Year Malt (bushels) 1 

Sugar (cwts) 

Unmalted corn 

(bushels) 

2 

Rice etc. (cwts) 

3 

Hops (Lbs) 

Hop substitutes 

(lbs) 

       

1890 964,872 31,065     

1900 953,143 45,585  34,601   

1910 894,255 54,325 1 44,051 1,060,850 73 

1914 953,641 59,676  48,017 1,027,938 121 

Table 51 : Use of materials in Northumberland and Durham 1890-1914. 

1. Includes the equivalent o[ syrups, glucose and saccharin 

2. Includes rice grits, flaked rice, maize grits, flaked maize and other similar preparations. 

3. Returns on hop usage were not collected until 1902. 

Source. Returns of Brewers’ Licences 1890-1914. 
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With regard to labour, employment figures suggest brewing 

was not a particularly labour intensive activity. In 1906 

only 690 people were employed in malting and brewing in 

the North Counties and Cleveland. Of these, 550 men of 20 

years and above (3% of the national brewing workforce) 

were employed amongst the various occupations given in 

Table 52. From this we see that only small numbers were 

involved in the actual brewing process (i.e. mashing, boil-

ing and fermentation) in comparison with, for example, 

malting, distribution and general supervision. The labour 

intensity of these latter, and other, allied activities may 

explain why employment in some areas rose (Table 53). 

This may well be a demonstration of those factors at work 

identified by the resigning brewer at North Eastern Brewer-

ies. It would seem that any scale economies enjoyed on the 

brewing or administrative side were erased to some degree 

Category Number employed % of total employed 

   

Foreman 46 8.3 

Maltmen 40 7.3 

Mashroom and fermentation 63 11.4 

Rackers 34 6.2 

Coopers 38 6.9 

Cask washers 30 5.5 

Draymen 117 21.3 

Mechanics 39 7.1 

Others* 143 26.0 

 550 100.0 

*Includes Maltgrinders; Bottlers; Storesmen; Stablemen; Enginemen and Stokers; Boiler-room, mechanics’ 

and general labourers; and other men. 

Table 52: Numbers of men (of 20 years and above) in various categories employed in North Counties and 

Cleveland 1906. Source. Report of an Enquiry by the Board of Trade into the Earnings and Hours of Labour 

of Workpeople of the United Kingdom (1906) Vol. III (Cmnd 6556) p.199.  

 1891 1901 1911 

    

Gateshead 37 44 58 

South Shields 28 29 23 

Sunderland 78 130 134 

Newcastle 133 130 138 

 276 33 353 

Table 53. Numbers Employed in Brewing and Malting, 1891-1911 in certain areas in 

North East. Census of England and Wales 1911, Vol X, Occupations and Industries, Part 

II (1913) [Cmnd. 7019] Table 13, p.107; Census of England & Wales 1891. Ages,  

Conditions as to Marriage Occupations, Birthplaces and Infirmaties Vol. III (1893) [Cmnd 

70581 .476; Census of England &Wales (1901 ).County of Durham (1902)~Cm nd1147] 

Table 35, p.62. County of Northumberland (1902) Cmnd 12941, Table 35, p.65.  
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by the increasing numbers needed to meet the growing de-

mand for bottled beer, to maintain and repair greater 

amounts of machinery and to operate more extensive distri-

bution networks. 

 

With respect to earnings, draymen had always enjoyed some 

of the highest wages, bettered only by skilled mechanics and 

coopers of the non--supervisory staff. Their critical im-

portance was illustrated by their ability to improve pay and 

conditions by threatening strike action in 1913.81 Industrial 

disputes were rare in brewing in the North East and the ac-

tion by draymen in Newcastle and Gateshead was organised 

by the Amalgamated Union of Labour. The terms demanded 

were a working week of 60 hours at 27s and overtime at 6d 

per hour. After discussions amongst brewers - in which 

Newcastle Breweries, John Buchanan’s and Rowell’s appear 

to have been chiefly involved - the basic 27s, a 60 hour 

week and 6d per hour overtime were conceded, and pay 

differentials agreed as follows: 

 

Single - horse drivers  27s 

Double - horse drivers  30s 

Labourers   25s 

Motor drivers   375 

Motor first assistants  30s 

Motor second assistants  4d per day over labourers’ rates 

Payment for special duty on Sundays was to be 2s for anything up 

to 7 hours and anything above to be paid in proportion.
82 

 

Another group of workers in the chain of brewing and distri-

bution were bottlers, but along with cask-washers they were 

the poorest paid workers in the industry and were invariably 

female. At Rowell’s in 1914 the women bottlers applied for 

an increase in wages and an alteration in hours based upon 

conditions for those employed by bottling firms elsewhere. 

After a series of meetings with union representatives the 

company agreed the following terms: 

 

Hours:  7.00 a.m. to 6.00 p.m. Summer  

  7.30 a.m. to 5.30 p.m. Winter 

Holidays: 6 in all 

Wages:  Sorters and washers up from 9s to l0s  

  Labellers from l0s to 11s, advancing to 12s  

  after 6 months experience 

  No advance in piecework. Agreement to  

  abandon piecework in future.
83 

 

As far as can be ascertained, brewing firms faced a situation 

in which the quality of both materials and labour inputs were 

crucial elements in production but offered little scope for 

cost savings or efficiencies. The nature of competition, with 

its stress on supplying a product of consistent characteristics, 

removed the possibility of fundamental change in inputs and 

left brewers with little alternative but to use basically the 

same materials whatever the price. At the same time, the 

relatively small workforce gave little room for manoeuvre. 

In addition, there were, as we have seen, serious doubts 

about the labour-saving effects of introducing technology 

into brewing. This left the preparation of malt and the distri-

bution of the final product as areas for potential economies 

and it was in these areas that the leading North East brewers 

concentrated much of their efforts. By 1914 the largest 

brewers in the region were providing their own malt, obviat-

ing the need to pay maltsters’ margins and avoiding the 

reliance on others to meet orders and deliver. At the retail 

end of operations the same brewers had extended and con-

solidated their tied estates to enable a larger more cost-

effective retail network to be served by the most efficient 

means of transport. 

 

 

Performance 

 

Profitability 

 

In a study of profitability for 1885-1914, Gourvish & Wil-

son summarise the national brewery trade’s fortunes during 

the period as follows: 

 

... the brewers experienced periods of anxiety, which is scarcely 

surprising given the fact that demand was sensitive to fluctuations  

in the trade cycle. Trading was difficult in the early 1890s, but 

recovered well in the second-half of the decade. After another  

period of difficulty towards the end of the next decade... the  

industry was agreeably surprised at how well the market settled 

down thereafter.
84 

 

The experience of North East brewing companies would 

appear to follow this general pattern, although the overall 

performance of all brewers in the region is not easy to estab-

lish or assess. Dividend payments and profits are usually 

available but in most other respects information is limited. 

Those firms that issued no ordinary shares to the public 

provided no details of their financial affairs, and those who 

were obliged to disclose information did so in a minimal 

form. ‘Nearly all brewery balance sheets’, wrote Stopes in 

1895, ‘are artfully compiled’,85 and this lack of detail in the 

accounts of brewing firms was a complaint to which the 

financial press regularly returned.86 Profit and loss state-

ments of public companies divulged nothing about actual 

output or volume of turnover: they dwelt on operating ex-

penses, net profit and its appropriation. Chairmen’s address-

es at annual meetings were sometimes more forthcoming but 

more often than not were the vehicle for propagandising on 

behalf of the industry, stressing threats to the trade and tend-

ing towards the over-pessimistic. 
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Vaizey’s survey of the brewing industry summarises the 

period 1886-1912 by saying that the ‘picture is a confused 

one. In fact, brewing was for some firms a prosperous indus-

try, despite occasional trade depressions and increased licence 

dues. But the public over-enthusiasm was succeeded by an 

equally unsound public fear’.87 This statement highlights a 

weakness that was also particularly prevalent in contempo-

rary commentaries on the state of the trade-, namely, the 

tendency to discuss the industry in terms of investment op-

portunities with emphasis placed on dividend records, the 

market for brewery securities and those factors which may 

encourage or discourage the purchase of shares. This creates 

three potential dangers that confuse the picture of a firm’s 

underlying financial viability and stability. Firstly, the stress 

on stock market values and levels of trading in brewery 

stocks gave a prominence to factors which may have little to 

do with the actual performance or health of a particular com-

pany. For instance, the political campaigning from time to 

time, which was hostile to the trade and was seen as carrying 

with it the possibility of future restrictive legislation, may 

have had a disincentive effect on share-buying but had little 

or no effect on the actual cash position or turnover of the 

firm. Furthermore, as Vaizey’s statement implies, the market 

for local or smaller brewery shares may reflect the difficul-

ties encountered by much larger, differently-structured firms 

in other centres, rather than the regional firm itself. 

 

A second danger in adopting the stock market perspective is 

that dividend records may be reflections of contrasting divi-

dend policies amongst firms, rather than some fundamental 

difference in financial standing. Thirdly, there was often 

very little business transacted in the North East brewery 

shares and relatively small deals could have a disproportion-

ate effect on their values. It seems that some brewers recog-

nised this and were prepared to use it to their advantage, as 

is evidenced by the following extract from a letter to the 

managing director of North Eastern Breweries from his 

stockbroker in 1908: 

 

You will have noticed from quotations that North Eastern Breweries 

ordinary shares have fallen from £7.l0s to nearly £7. This, of course, 

has been due to the Licensing Bill, but we would like to point out 

that the market was broken by a seller coming onto the market with 

50 shares and there being no supporting orders on the market and 

the seller had to take £7. This points out the seller of 50 shares had 

depreciated your ordinary capital by nearly £30,000. We only men-

tion this to show how right it has been of Mr. Murray in the past to 

give in a small supporting order and thus handle the market and 

keep your shares at 50% premium, while the majority of other 

shares have fallen to a substantial discount. We have also in the past 

boasted to friends about your shares never being below 50% premi-

um over a period of years and this was only brought about by a little 

judicious buying on the part of Mr. Murray.
88 

But, in spite of the caveats surrounding its use, the dividend 

record of a firm may be the only indicator available of per-

formance. Such company records that are available suggest 

that the North East firms compared favourably with the trade 

nationally. 

 

 

Boom years 

 

It is certainly the case that the dividend performance of 

North East brewers during the 1890s amply repaid the 

faith placed in them by those members of the public who 

had eagerly subscribed capital, with profits and dividends 

declared being in excess of those anticipated in prospectus-

es.89 Even allowing for individual fluctuations and the 

misgivings expressed by company directors, the last ten 

years of the nineteenth century were good years for brew-

ing firms. 

 

As the quote from Gourvish & Wilson suggests, the brewers 

themselves thought conditions at the beginning of the 1890s 

had not been helpful to their trade and reports made mention 

of two factors to which company chairmen would frequently 

return; the cost of raw materials and the state of the local 

economy. This latter factor was epitomised as periods of 

‘dullness’ or ‘decline’ in the ‘trade of the district’ and was 

attributed to recession or depression in local industry or to 

labour unrest. In addition, the heightened competition trig-

gered by acquisition, merger and the purchase of licensed 

houses in the 1890s, was said to make it more difficult for 

brewers to earn profits. It was the chairman of Newcastle 

Breweries who remarked that it required ‘far more work and 

thought to obtain the same profit now than it had 25 years 

ago’.90 In 1892, however, when the company declared an 

ordinary dividend of 8%, the chairman used Duncan’s 

Brewery Manual to compare the results of his brewery with 

others. The results available for 115 of 130 limited liability 

companies in Great Britain showed only fourteen breweries 

distributing greater dividends and twenty-four an equal 

amount. Of tile remainder showing less favourable returns, 

ten failed to pay anything.91 The Newcastle Breweries annu-

al profits fluctuated around £50,000 from 1890-5 and then 

enjoyed a steady rise up to 1900. Other brewers in the region 

had similar results towards the end of the decade: North 

Eastern Breweries, for example, was able to report a growth 

in output of 28% in 1898 and further increases of between 5 

and 10% during the next year.92 

 

Company performance during the early years of the new 

century was generally satisfactory. 1900 saw increased trad-

ing and profits for Newcastle Breweries and the North East-

ern Breweries reported a ‘most successful’ year.93 In 1901 

Newcastle Breweries matched their previous year’s profits 
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despite additional spending on repairs and alterations, and 

the company declared a 212% bonus over and above ordi-

nary dividend. Cameron’s was able to pay 16°10 on ordinary 

shares in 1902 and the Border Brewery showed its highest 

trading profit even though it charged the costs of unsuccess-

ful merger negotiations to revenue.94 

 

 

Depression and recovery 

 

Brewing companies’ annual reports at the turn of the century 

avoided reference to the growing competition from other 

commodities and changing leisure activities, and relied upon 

a familiar mix of attacks upon the Government’s treatment 

of the industry and the weakening spending power due to 

local trade conditions. In spite of the apparent air of prosper-

ity surrounding the industry, however, brewers were cau-

tioning shareholders about future expectations. One of the 

new concerns creeping into chairmen’s addresses was the 

rating assessments on brewery properties. 

 

Some of the North East’s leading brewers were beginning to 

report lower profits and one, the Alnwick Brewery, was 

making a loss. By 1903 Newcastle Breweries suffered its 

second successive fall in profits and its dividend dropped to 

10% compared with 12½% for the previous two years. The 

company’s own beer production had increased slightly but 

this was not enough to compensate for two years of falling 

turnover of bought-in products. Cameron’s suffered 14% fall 

in trading profits in 1903.95 Brewers blamed the cost of ma-

terials - hop prices doubled between 1903 and 1904 - and 

then made much of the extra burden imposed by rating as-

sessments. In 1905, for instance, the chairman of North 

Eastern Breweries calculated that the average increase in 

rates and assessments since 1890 had been 42% for the 

ordinary ratepayer and 83% for licence-holders. It is likely, 

however, that the brewers, in their propaganda battle against 

the Government, over-stated the effect of rating valuations 

which were often successfully contested.96 

 

By 1906 there were signs that the general depression that 

prevailed in the brewing trade was lifting. Newcastle Brew-

eries showed a substantial improvement in profits, North 

Eastern Breweries reported ‘such a favourable year’ that 

they were ‘able to write off sufficient for depreciation as 

would keep them secure for many years to come’, and 

Robt. Deuchar was paying 6% on ordinary shares as against 

nothing a year earlier.97 But by 1908 all this had changed. 

Newcastle Breweries, North Eastern Breweries, Cameron’s 

and Robt. Deuchar all explained the turnabout in profits in 

terms of labour disputes in engineering and shipbuilding. 

The Gateshead Breweries Corporation talked of ‘perilous 

times’ and Newcastle Breweries reported a shrinkage in 

‘almost every department and a 44% drop in barrelage of 

whisky sold’.98 

 

The focus of brewers’ complaints then became the 1910 

Finance Act under which brewers’ excise licence duties 

were doubled and retailers’ licences were raised, although 

the basis of assessment was unchanged. Those brewers with 

extensive tied estates and also larger individual properties 

stood to suffer most. The new publicans’ licence duty was 

fixed at one half of the annual value of the new premises 

and tied houses were allowed to recover a proportion of the 

 1907 

% 

1908 

% 

1909 

% 

1910 

% 

1911 

% 

1912 

% 

1913 

 

1914 

% 

         

Cameron’s 12 10 11 12 12½ 14 16 16 

Jas. Deuchar 12 6 6 3 2 4½ 6 3 

Newcastle Breweries 8 5 5 2½ 5 6 8 8 

North Eastern 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 

W.B. Reid 10 10 8 6 8 9 10 10 

John Rowell 12 12 7½ 7 4 5 5 6 

Table 54. Ordinary Share Dividends of some North East Brewers 1907- 1914. Source. Stock Exchange Official 

Intelligence 1914.  
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increased duty from the person by whom it was tied to 

match the benefit he derived from the licence. The brewers, 

however, were left in 1910 with added costs on depreciating 

properties. 

 

Newcastle Breweries calculated that the new duty meant the 

equivalent of adding 3d to the cost of a barrel of beer and the 

company’s return to the Exchequer of extra licence duty, the 

1900 additional war-time beer duty and compensation fund 

levies totalled £21,413 in 1910. The effect in many cases 

was to diminish the divisible profits of brewing companies 

at a time when trading profits were increasing. Newcastle 

Breweries proposed its smallest dividend and for some other 

firms dividends on ordinary and preference shares were 

gradually disappearing.99 In one or two more extreme cases 

the interest on debentures was also in arrears. Robt. Deu-

char, for example, had a considerable reduction in profits 

and declared no dividends.100 

 

Table 54 shows the dividends declared by six North East 

brewers in the years up to the outbreak of the First World 

War. The dividend record of North Eastern Breweries is 

clearly exceptional, but the other firms, although with differ-

ing levels of dividend, demonstrate a steady improvement 

from 1911 when the regional economy was showing im-

provement. In 1912 the Newcastle Breweries’ profits were 

up by 26% and it declared its highest dividend for five years. 

Cameron’s, like other brewers, indicated that profits would 

have been even higher but for increased costs.101 

 

 

Financial problems 

 

During the period 1891-1914 no North East brewer suffered 

the same financial problems as in celebrated cases else-

where, but they did from time to time find themselves in 

difficulties. In 1900, in order to re-establish the Pine Street 

Brewery in Newcastle, Edward Wilkinson met in full the 

liabilities incurred by the firm of Messrs. Wilkinson & Co., 

although he was in no way personally liable; and the credi-

tors duly presented him with a silver vase in appreciation of 

his ‘commercial morality’.102 The Blyth & Tyne Brewery 

Co. found themselves facing a winding up petition from 

creditors who were mortgagees for a large sum. The original 

High Court hearing was adjourned to allow the company to 

take steps to find funds to take over the mortgage. The peti-

tion was withdrawn when the company raised £28,500 to 

pay off the mortgage debt and petitioner costs.103 

 

The fate of another firm, J.H. Graham Ltd., illustrates the 

ease with which it was possible to enter the industry and 

maintain control but also find it impossible to service the 

debenture stock. Graham had been a small-time brewer, a 

licensed victualler and a wine and spirit merchant who had 

acquired a large number of public houses. In 1900 he sold 

some of these properties to a company registered as J.H. 

Graham Ltd. A later bankruptcy court was told that ‘the 

bulk of the shares at all times were held by Graham himself. 

Graham, in fact, was the whole show’.104 The last accounts 

issued by the company were in 1906 and the last dividend on 

ordinary shares was 1½% in 1904. No dividend was ever 

paid on preference shares. In 1908 Graham gave notice that 

the company was unable to carry on its business and the 

trustees for the debenture-holders appointed receivers. From 

thereon, the company was nominally kept alive for the bene-

fit of the debenture-holders. Graham himself had parted with 

all his ordinary shares, including £50,000 in ordinary shares 

which had been converted into preference shares and given 

to Worthington & Co. as security for debts. Graham had also 

given up his debentures and until 1920 this North East 

brewing company was effectively controlled by a Burton 

brewer.105 

 

The Border Brewery was beset by financial problems from 

around 1905 when it attempted to solve some of its prob-

lems by pursuing a merger with a Scottish firm. When this 

came to nothing it resolved to write down its capital, but this 

was left in abeyance in 1906 when instead it gave an option 

for the outright purchase of the business to a new company 

for £105,000. This was not taken up, but by 1909 the com-

pany was experiencing further difficulties, raising loans 

from bankers to pay debenture interest and two years later 

borrowed money on the security of its bonded stores to meet 

certain accounts. Discussions took place with debenture-

holders to find a way in which the company could be carried 

on and negotiations with the other Berwick brewer, Johnson 

& Darlings; proved fruitless. The Border Brewery Co. then 

entered a period of receivership but that came to an end in 

1913 and the company resumed trading operations.106 

 

Robt. Deuchar’s move into Scotland and the acquisition of 

licensed houses appears to have put constant pressure on the 

company’s cash flow. In 1898 they were able to borrow 

£30,000 by mortgaging newly-built property and repaying it 

two years later by issuing debentures. By 1908 F. Deuchar, 

who had succeeded his father, was providing personal 

security for £30,000 against an overdraft in the company’s 

current account. In 1910 the overdraft was increased to pay 

that year’s additional licensing duties with the bank taking 

an insurance policy on F. Deuchar’s life. By 1910 the over-

draft was increased to 182,000, largely secured on the 

Shortridge Estates and making Deuchar personally liable to 

the extent of £72,000. The last dividend declared on the 

privately held ordinary shares was 6% in 1907 and the 5% 

cumulative preference shares were paid up until 1909. Since 

then there had been no preference dividend until the 2½% 
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paid in 1914.107 Although all these companies had to endure 

financial troubles in an awkward period for the industry, 

they did overcome them to survive intact. Indeed, by 1914, 

most brewing firms were looking healthier. Market opinion 

confirmed this, with Robt. Deuchar’s preference shares, for 

example, improving dramatically from a 25s valuation in 

1912 to 95s at the end of 1913.108 Despite continued propa-

gandising by the trade, North East breweries were profitable 

businesses (some of them with considerable reserves and 

tied estates), which endorsed the contemporary judgement 

made about the industry by the Economist that  

 

it must be realised that the industry as a whole is not in the harassed 

and downtrodden condition that opponents of the last revision of  

the licensing regulations would have liked to have made everyone 

believe.
109 

 

 

Summary 

 

By 1914 competition had become a keener and more 

complicated affair. The importance of product quality, led 

originally by brewers from outside the region and also influ-

enced by the development of bottling, overshadowed basic 

price competition. Furthermore, the advances made by brew-

ers into the retail trade and the improvements in distribution 

decided the degree to which local markets within the region 

were effectively contested. Accompanying this sharpened 

sense of competition amongst brewers, however, was a 

recognition that foundations should be laid for greater co-

operation between members of the industry through trade 

organisation when the circumstances warranted it. In terms 

of control at directorate level in individual firms, North East 

brewers displayed a high degree of involvement by members 

of original founding families, but technical management was 

moving in to carry out particular specialist and administra-

tive tasks. As for the performance of companies between 

1891 and 1914, brewers experienced some difficulties but 

most ended the period in a healthy position.  

 

 

Part 4: 1914-1920  

 

Chapter 6: War and its immediate aftermath 

 

Introduction 

 

At the outbreak of the First World War the brewing press, 

without any direct precedents as a basis for conjecture, ex-

pressed concern about the expected interruption in the sup-

ply of materials and the anticipated fall in consumption.1 It 

soon became apparent, however, that the dictates of war and 

the attitude towards the trade held by Liberal politicians 

would ensure that the industry operated for the duration of 

hostilities under strict, and often drastic, government regula-

tion. Indeed, but for some minor slackening of control after 

the Armistice, governmental regulation remained in force 

until 1921. North East brewers, therefore, experienced seven 

years of curtailed hours of sale, restrictions upon output and 

the volume of raw materials used, and reductions in the 

strength of their products.  

 

 

Government regulation 

 

The Central Control Board 

 

Within five days of the outbreak of war the first Defence of 

the Realm Acts was passed, allowing regulations to be made 

in the interests of public safety or national security. Of the 

first regulations issued, one concerned the supply of drink to 

members of the forces and another gave military authorities 

power to decide opening hours for licenced premises in 

districts close to seaports. A later amendment of this latter 

regulation substituted the reference to ‘the neighbourhood of 

a defended harbour" with the much wider ‘any specified 

area’.2 Also in the first weeks of the war the Intoxicating 

Liquor (Temporary Restriction) Act was passed, giving 

licensing justices the power to limit hours of sale or con-

sumption of alcoholic drink. These early wartime measures 

resulted in immediate restrictions on the North East trade. In 

August 1914 magistrates in Newcastle took the lead in unan-

imously exercising their powers and closing public houses 

two hours earlier, with similar decisions subsequently taken 

in other licensing districts. Later in 1914 an order under the 

Defence of the Realm Act restricted the permitted hours for 

supplying soldiers in a wide area surrounding Newcastle.3 

 

By 1915, however, the restrictions already imposed, con-

cerned as they were with questions of sobriety amongst 

servicemen and the suppression of drunkenness amongst 

the general populace, were seen as peripheral to the central 

issue of industrial efficiency in general and munitions man-

ufacture in particular. The skilled propagandists of the 

temperance movement were well to the fore, but a new de-

parture was the appearance of other groups calling for more 

severe means of control. For example, a deputation from the 

Shipbuilding Employers’ Federation — including represent-

atives of firms in Newcastle, Walker, Jarrow, Wallsend, 

Hartlepool and Sunderland — waited upon the Chancellor of 

the Exchequer to press for a total prohibition on the sale of 

alcoholic drinks during the duration of the war.4 But total 

prohibition was only one possible form of action. It was 

becoming clear, as politicians and the press became more 

outspoken on the question, that some degree of state regula-

tion was to be applied. The Manchester Guardian summed 
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up the mood by saying that ‘there are times when it is easier 

to handle a question broadly and comprehensively than to 

nibble at it, and we misjudge the feeling of the country if 

this is not such time’.5 

 

The major alternatives advocated were total prohibition, 

state purchase, and a rigorous reduction of drinking facili-

ties. Other suggestions included a prohibition of spirits, the 

introduction of much weaker alcoholic drinks, and the devel-

opment of refreshment rooms and works canteens to supply 

food and non-alcoholic drinks. All these measures were put 

forward in a variety of forms and sometimes in a number of 

combinations. In the event, the Government appeared to 

settle on a two-pronged attack. Firstly, fiscal policy was 

used in attempts to reduce the consumption of drink, espe-

cially strong drink. Secondly, machinery was introduced to 

facilitate the control of the liquor traffic in designated areas. 

 

Under the first strand of government policy, spirit duty was 

doubled, the maximum limit on the dilution of spirits was 

raised and the duty on wine quadrupled. A new beer duty 

was introduced but did not apply to beers of the lowest grav-

ity, thereby placing a surtax on heavier beers. The second 

arm of government policy, direct control, was secured by the 

creation of a Central Control Board (Liquor Traffic) to su-

pervise the trade in any area defined by an Order in Council. 

For an area to qualify it had to be one in which ‘war material 

was made or loaded or unloaded or dealt with in transit … or 

that men belonging to His Majesty’s Naval or Military 

Forces are assembled in the area’ and it was also judged 

‘expedient for the purpose of the successful prosecution of 

the present war that the sale and supply of intoxicating liq-

uor in any area should be controlled by the state’.6 

 

In practice, most areas of the country were found to qualify, 

although designation was not a foregone conclusion.7 When 

the second batch of Orders were made in the Summer of 

1915 they included one for ‘Tyne, Wear, Tees’ comprising 

 

city of Newcastle; county boroughs of Tynemouth, Gateshead, 

South Shields, Sunderland, West Hartlepool, Middlesbrough and 

Darlington; boroughs of 5toc;kton, Hartlepool and Jarrow; the petty 

sessional divisions of Gateshead, Chest er-le-Street, South Shields, 

Sunderland, Houghton-le-Spring, Seaham Harbour, Castle Eden, 

West Hartlepool, Stockton and Darlington; the divisions of  

Thornaby and Yarm, North Langbaugh, East Langbaugh, and  

West Langbaugh in the North Riding of York.
8 

 

Later in the year the scheduled area was re-christened the 

‘North East Coast’ and extended to include the whole of 

County Durham, the petty sessional division of Morpeth and 

further parishes in North Yorkshire.9 By the close of 1915 

half the population of Great Britain was living in areas cov-

ered by the Central Control Board and by the beginning of 

1917, 38 millions of a population of around 41 millions 

were affected. In the North East only Berwick and district 

fell outside the Board’s control, and for most of the regional 

brewing companies almost their entire tied estates were 

within scheduled areas. For instance, the first ‘Tyne, Wear, 

Tees’ boundaries embraced 80% of Newcastle Breweries’ 

licensed properties and with the later extensions to form the 

‘North East Coast’ the company had only a dozen houses 

operating outside the Board’s regulations.10 

 

When the Board was set up, its Standing Rules and Orders 

conferred upon it very wide discretionary powers. Writing 

shortly after its demise in 1922, Shadwell, listing these ex-

traordinary powers, said that 

 

In short, the Board were made complete masters. They could, in 

effect, do anything they pleased within the limits defined; their 

agents were exempt from the licensing laws, and the police were 

placed at their disposal with instructions to carry out their orders 

and enforce regulations. Nor was there any appeal from their  

decisions, which were not subject to public revision.
11 

 

However, it seems that the wide-ranging powers of the 

Board brought with them a sense of responsibility in the 

exercise of such powers. When the chairman of the Board, 

Lord L’Aberon, met with municipal and licensing authori-

ties in the North East he stated that Orders issued by the 

Board were only intended to restrict alcohol sales to the two 

principal meal times, put an end to treating and credit, cur-

tail off-sales, prohibit the door to door canvassing for drink 

sales and the dilution of spirits.12 For those in the trade, of 

course, this was too much interference, but the discretion 

with which the Board exercised its powers had ensured its 

actions did not run too far ahead of public opinion (given the 

wartime conditions) and did not arouse undue antagonism. 

 

For the brewing trade, as much as they disliked the existence 

and behaviour of the Board, their views were tempered by 

an awareness of a much more drastic form of control intro-

duced in what became known as the Carlisle Scheme.13 The 

response of North East brewers, therefore, when faced with 

further restrictions or regulation by the Board, was to adopt 

(at least publicly) a patriotic stance which pointed out the 

difficult position they found themselves in but acknowl-

edged the greater national priorities. Typically the chairman 

of Rowell’s announced in 1916 that if further restrictions 

were necessary ‘for the successful prosecution of the war’ he 

thought ‘the trade would cheerfully and willingly submit 

without complaint’.14 Such a spirit of cooperation and a 

willingness to comply with a degree of state control under-

pinned all the trade’s dealings with the various authorities. It 

was the case also, of course, that any negotiations between 
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government agencies and brewers took place against a back-

ground where the implied threat of out and out public con-

trol was ever present.  

 

 

Output Restrictions and Shortages  

 

The chief restraint upon brewing itself came not from the 

Central Control Board but through the activities of the Board 

of Trade and the Food Controller in their direct restriction of 

output. The Output of Beer (Restriction) Act of 1916 was 

the first step in what was to be a severe limitation on the 

manufacture of alcoholic drink. The aggregate quantity of 

beer produced for the year 1916-17 was set at 26 million 

standard barrels, which represented a fall of 4 million on the 

previous year and 10 million on the immediate pre-war 

level. Then, in 1917, a new level was fixed which would 

require an even more swingeing cut: the output for 1917-18 

was to be only 10 million barrels, a drop of 62%. When such 

an extreme reduction proved too ambitious the output limit 

was raised by one third but with a proviso about maximum 

gravities. In 1918 this one-third increase was itself reduced 

and gravities were also brought down. Following the end of 

the war there was pressure from the trade and its customers 

for an end to output restrictions and these were relaxed grad-

ually during 1919. The gravity of beer remained restricted 

until 1921.16 

 

Output restrictions exacerbated a pre-war situation of under

-utilised plant and at Rowell’s the brewery was only operat-

ing at about half its capacity in 1915. The restrictions in 

1916 meant that Rowell’s quickly ran down their extensive 

stocks and after brewing the maximum permitted amount 

they were unable to meet the demands of their licensed 

houses. The company decided to curtail the bottling of its 

own beers and were able to supplement their draught beer 

output with small supplies of mild and bitter from Ridley, 

Cutter & Firth and from Truman, Hanbury & Co. However, 

this made very little difference and an ambitious attempt to 

buy up the permitted brewings of other firms was launched. 

Negotiations with several brewers for the transfer of their 

Beer Certificates (ie permissions to brew), for which Row-

ell’s offered £1 per standard barrel, were set in train but 

produced no positive results.17 

 

Output limits were, of course, formulated in terms of stand-

ard barrels so the output set by the Board of Trade was not 

necessarily the actual bulk production but its standard equiv-

alent. Whilst brewers were seriously constrained they did 

retain some room for manoeuvre within their overall limits. 

They could not avoid reducing volume and cutting gravities 

but could — to some extent at least — determine this prod-

uct range, the amount of dilution and therefore the number 

of bulk barrels they were to brew from materials available. 

Following the restrictions of 1916 the Newcastle Breweries 

stopped brewing one of their products, reduced the gravity 

of all others by 8° and decreased the number of orders they 

were prepared to accept from the free trade. In a later move 

it was resolved to supply only one mild and one bitter beer 

to tenants, managed houses and free trade, and at a further 

reduced gravity.18 

 

Output restrictions caused concern both locally and national-

ly that the growing shortage of 6eer would force the closure 

of public houses. In the Spring of 1917 there was specula-

tion that across the country 3,000 public houses would be 

closing within three months, and by early Summer of 1917 

several public houses in Sunderland had closed. At Rowell’s 

there was speculation that many of their tenants would be 

unable to keep open if there were further reductions in sup-

ply, and the board contemplated the closure of some of its 

smaller houses.19 Although almost all closures proved tem-

porary, the problem was such that in the North East in 1918 

attempts were made to organise systems of rationing. At 

West Hartlepool members of the Licensed Victuallers’ As-

sociation arranged to allocate a proportionate quantity of 

weekly supplies to morning and evening sessions across the 

week. Other schemes were implemented elsewhere but often 

c:reated as much dissatisfaction as the unpredictability of 

supply they sought to remedy.20 

 

The overall shortage also brought pressure on the trade to 

recast supplies so that more generous allocations could reach 

what were considered the more needy customers, usually 

those engaged in heavy manual work. But when this did 

happen it failed to satisfy everyone. In one instance, after 

visits from the leaders of the Blastfurnacemen’s Association, 

licensed victuallers in the Consett area approached local 

brewers urging a larger allocation. The response was to sup-

ply one licensed house only, in Consett, with sufficient extra 

beer to exclusively provide two pints at each opening period 

for blastfurnacemen at Consett Steelworks. This only served 

to provoke local representatives in nearby communities such 

as Leadgate, who felt strongly that other classes of heavy 

manual workers were entitled to the privilege of supplemen-

tary beer rations.21 

 

Inevitably, with a strictly limited supply, many groups in the 

North East thought they had legitimate grievances about the 

distribution of beer. Meeting in Newcastle, the Workmen’s 

Protection League, said to be composed mainly of munitions 

workers, took up the slogan ‘Give Us Beer and Regular 

Hours’, and protest meetings of disappointed customers 

were held in Willington Quay. Formal appeals were also 

made to the licensing justices at Jarrow. Here, one of the 

directors of Newcastle Breweries appeared before the magis-
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trates to argue that the town was getting its fair share of beer 

and his company’s policy of closing down some houses each 

week was a scheme of rationing which would ensure that 

drink was available each period each day somewhere in the 

district.22 

 

The brewers were conscious of the annoyance felt by the 

consumer in respect of price rises, and the problems caused 

by shortages was adding to the general distrust. The North-

umberland and Durham Brewers’ Association tried to over-

come the difficulty by promoting schemes of voluntary ra-

tioning after discussions with the Central Control Board and 

others. An early experiment was at Hebburn where the local 

brewers first made a point of discussing the problems with 

deputations from the local workforce and agreeing opening 

hours. In Newcastle brewers and retailers met the Chief 

Constable and then the licensing benches to draw up guide-

lines,23 with the Brewers’ Association clearly working hard 

to salvage as much goodwill as possible in difficult circum-

stances. The fact that they received the ready cooperation of 

the police and the licensing authorities was indicative of the 

growing awareness towards the end of the war that the short-

age of beer was contributing to labour troubles. The cause of 

industrial unrest, said the Iron and Coal Review, was 

‘capable of being in a large measure boiled down to a cry of 

more beer and cheaper food’.24 Given that beer shortages 

were not a distribution problem but one of limited supply 

fixed by government decree, the brewers could actually do 

little about the problem. The situation only improved, and 

the brewers’ position eased somewhat, when the government 

relaxed output restrictions. But this was not a result of trade 

pressure so much as a government commission suggesting that 

shortages were causing unrest and interfering with output.25 

 

When permission for additional beer output was granted, its 

allocation amongst brewers and its distribution amongst 

retailers proved contentious. In the North East the Northum-

berland and Durham Brewers’ Association set up sub-

committees to reach agreement on allocations amongst 

members, but even with extra beer there was still insuffi-

cient to meet all the needs of licensed premises. The position 

was also aggravated by the failure of association members 

with Scottish brewing facilities (faced with transport diffi-

culties and congestion on the rail network) to deliver their 

stipulated proportion of output. North East-based brewers 

therefore agreed to supply those licensed premises which 

were not able to obtain their customary supplies from Scot-

land.26 The association and other local trade groups were 

devoting a lot of effort towards coordinating the allocation 

and distribution of the industry’s permitted output. They 

clearly recognised the need to allay public fears about the 

fairness and otherwise of beer supplies or at least keep pub-

lic concern down to manageable levels. 

The organisation of the trade 

 

Structural change 

 

In what was for brewers a period of consolidation under an 

unprecedented degree of regulation, new company flotations 

were never going to occur. There were, however, a small 

number of private company formations and a significant 

new entry under friendly society status. 

 

In 1914, following the death of its owner, the Ovington 

Brewery, along with five licensed properties, was put up for 

auction but failed to reach its reserve price. Rowell’s, for 

example, had contemplated purchasing the properties but, 

after inspection, did not bid. Within weeks, however, a li-

censed victualler in nearby Ovingham had formed a £9,000 

private company under the existing name of Lumley & Co. 

to carry on the brewery. Perhaps because of the increasing 

vulnerability felt by firms during wartime conditions a few 

other well-established North East brewers sought limited 

liability status between 1914 and 1920. Largest of these 

were Joseph Johnson, who brewed at Westoe and Durham, 

and was registered as a private company in 1917 with a capi-

tal of £250,000. In the same year Thos. Lamb & Sons of 

Hetton-le-Hole was registered with a nominal capital of 

£70,000 and later, W. Robson of Sunderland with a £40,000 

capital.27 

 

Another new company, reflecting the growing interest by 

brewers in improved licensed premises and catering, came 

with the registration of Newcastle Hotels Ltd. A private 

company with a capital of £125,000, it had as its objects the 

business of hotel and restaurant keeping and licensed vict-

ualling. It was formed by local brewer Jas. Deuchar and a 

director of Bass.28 A minor development in Scottish brew-

ing’s connection with the North East was the creation in 

1920 of Calders (Newcastle) Ltd with a :£30,000 capital to 

operate essentially as a subsidiary of Calders of Alloa.29 

 

It was precisely the wartime conditions that discouraged 

development and innovation amongst existing brewers that 

provided the stimulus for the one new entrant to the region’s 

trade. Those closely involved with workingmen’s clubs in 

the North East observed the promotion of club-owned 

brewery schemes elsewhere in the country and saw them as 

possible solutions to the movement’s complaints about high 

prices, shortages and inferior products. By early 1919 some 

of those involved in the 1905 attempt to operate the Rainton 

Brewery, whilst admitting that the project had foundered 

because there was not a broad enough base of support 

amongst the clubs, felt that there were now enough clubs in 

the region to pursue such a scheme. A number of meetings 

were held, and at a delegate conference of both the Durham 
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and Northumberland Branches a resolution in favour of 

purchasing a brewery at Alnwick was passed.30 

 

Meanwhile, the body to run the brewery was set up. The 

Northern Clubs’ Federation Ltd. was a corporate body with 

limited liability and registered under the Industrial and Prov-

ident Societies Act.31 It was formed with the objective of 

establishing brewing and other manufacturing facilities to 

meet club needs, and to function as a wholesale agency for 

the supply of beers, wines, spirits and other requirements. 

Shareholding membership of the Federation was confined to 

clubs registered under the Industrial and Provident Societies 

Act. There were no individuals admitted as members, only 

clubs who were required to subscribe to the 5s shares to the 

extent of at least one share for each of its members and 

thereafter increase their shareholding as their membership 

increased. Voting power accorded with the number of shares 

held and the management of the organisation was vested in a 

committee elected annually. Interest on share capital was to 

be paid at not less than 5% per annum. Profits were to be 

distributed in proportion to purchases.32 

 

In the early stages of its existence the Federation concentrat-

ed on its wholesaling function, negotiating with brewers and 

others for discounts etc., and this was to last longer than 

anticipated as the brewing side of the organisation encoun-

tered problems. The brewery at Alnwick, bought for 

£10,000, proved to be an expensive mistake. The provisional 

committee had readily agreed a deal when a member of the 

Smart family involved with the club movement suggested 

that the disused brewery, previously operated by GS Smart, 

would be an ideal purchase. The brewery had the attraction 

of having enjoyed a reputation for its water supply and was 

also close to the group of clubs in the coalfield which was 

foremost in pursuing the brewery venture.33 

 

There appears, however, to have been ignorance amongst 

both members and officials as to the identity and conditions 

of the brewery. Contemporary newspaper reports of the 

scheme referred to capital being raised to buy ‘The Alnwick 

Brewery’, a building which belonged to the much more 

prestigious Alnwick Brewery Co.34 To what extent this con-

fusion contributed to the enthusiasm for the scheme will 

never be known. What is known is that as soon as someone 

with technical expertise saw the facilities at Smart’s old 

brewery it was recognised as being beyond repair. The 

building had been used for munitions work during the war 

and was in such a dilapidated state that the brewer recruited 

by the Federation, A.E. Sewell who had been working at the 

old J.H. Graham’s Newcastle brewery, inspected it and ruled 

out the possibility of ever brewing there. The Federation had 

renegotiated the price but were bound by contract to pay 

£7,750.35 Thus by 1920 the organisation was formed and a 

determination to enter the industry existed, but brewing had 

not yet commenced. 

 

With regard to changes in the ownership structure of North 

East brewing the only absorption was that of the private 

Newcastle firm of Robert Newton. In 1920 Cameron’s ac-

quired the whole of its ordinary share capital and with it 

some 35 licensed houses. To finance the transaction Camer-

on’s created £21,000 £5 non--cumulative income stocks 

which were initially issued at £40 per £100 stock and of-

fered pro-rata to existing shareholders. 1361 One firm lost to 

the industry was J.H. Graham. By 1918 the sale of the Mid-

dlesbrough properties had allowed £100,000 debenture stock 

to be paid off and a resolution to wind up the company was 

passed in 1920.37 All other North East brewers continued to 

brew throughout the period, although there are some doubts 

as to whether the Blyth and Tyne Brewery was able to main-

tain output during the war.38 

 

With the war over, some of the region’s public companies 

set about modifying their capital structures. In 1919 the 

Newcastle Breweries divided its £10 ordinary shares in £1 

shares and altered its articles of association to permit the 

capitalisation of undistributed profits. At that time the com-

pany’s general reserve fund amounted to £300,000, some 1½ 

times its ordinary share capital. The directors thought it 

desirable to capitalise £200,000 of its reserve and distribute 

it to ordinary shareholders in the form of one new £1 share 

for every existing £1 share. Also in 1919, Rowell’s in-

creased their capital to £200,000 by the creation of a further 

5,000 £10 ordinary shares, cancelling 2500 of its original 

6% preference shares and creating 2,500 7% cumulative 

second-preference shares, both of £10 each.39 

 

 

Technological and scientific development  

 

War naturally called a halt to innovation and technical 

development but some rationalisation of production was 

possible where firms operated on disparate sites. In 1916 

Newcastle Breweries, for example, stopped the manufacture 

of aerated waters and beer-bottling at the High Brewery, 

South Shields and later disposed of some of the Low Lights 

property. In 1918 the company was also able to resolve a 

long-standing inconvenience with regard to malting. Since 

the 1884 move to the Tyne Brewery, Newcastle Breweries 

had been forced to maintain the original Barras maltings in 

Gateshead. At the end of the war Addison Potter & Sons 

approached the company with the offer of their Newcastle 

maltings. Agreement was reached such that Addison Potter 

took 2,700 5% £10 preference shares and £23,000 4½% 

mortgage debentures in the Northern Corporation in ex-

change for the freehold of the Melbourne Street Maltings. 
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Newcastle Breweries now had a large, purpose-built malt-

ings and disposed of the Gateshead buildings for 12000 to 

the Northern Automobile Co.40 

 

The war-time conditions ruled out improvements in produc-

tion and the priority given to the manufacture of munitions 

meant that brewery engineers had been prevented from car-

rying out almost any brewery work.41 For the brewing firms 

this meant the suspension of most development work 

planned and the inability to maintain plant as they would 

have wished. Some necessary work was done, however, at 

Rowell’s when old staircases, wooden grist case and mash-

ers were in danger of collapse. North Eastern Breweries 

decided, in 1915, to electrify the Wear Brewery and install a 

system of elevators and conveyors to reduce their dependen-

cy on labour and counteract the effects felt by the with-

drawal of many of their workers through enlistment in the 

army. Vital repairs were also carried out when breweries 

suffered war damage, as at Cameron’s in 1915, but altera-

tions thought necessary on the outbreak of war had to be 

postponed. Again, at Cameron’s, in 1916, a shortage of la-

bour and materials prevented work being done, and at New-

castle Breweries a partial rebuilding of the stable failed to 

obtain the sanction of the authorities. With new equipment 

unavailable, the Border Brewery advertised unsuccessfully 

for a second hand boiler and was forced to fall back on a 

number of welded repairs. That little was done during the 

war with regard to equipment in breweries is illustrated by 

the Newcastle Breweries’ ‘Plant & Machinery Account’. 

Here, the only addition from 1915-19 was a mere £931 in 

1918.42 

 

After the war the work of brewers centred on curing the 

wear and tear that had been neglected during the previous 

four years. The Border Brewery, for example, carried out 

essential repairs on roofs, malt kilns and the brewing cop-

per.43 For some larger concerns the end of the decade, with 

release from control of certain metals and other materials, 

was a time for planning the installation of new plant and the 

extension of facilities. At Newcastle Breweries in 1919 the 

head brewer had inaugurated a plan for a replacement rack-

ing system and for a new set of tanks to be constructed out 

of ferro-concrete. The company had also purchased the near-

by St. Cuthbert’s Grammar School for conversion into a 

bottling factory. At Rowell’s the end of the war signalled a 

series of improvements in their brewery, including the intro-

duction of electric light, the installation of electric motors to 

replace gas engines, repairs and renewals in the boiler house, 

the purchase of land previously leased as a brewery yard, 

and a number of visits by leading brewery architects and 

engineers, Bradford & Co., to plan extensions and updating. 

The directors also bought a new cask-washing machine after 

seeing it being demonstrated at the 1919 Brewers’ Exhibi-

tion.44 But the war years had seen little in the way of techno-

logical development or improvement in the industry general-

ly or amongst North East firms. As well as making it very 

difficult in practical terms for brewers, government regula-

tion also reduced any incentive. Restricted output and excess 

demand meant beer of whatever quality could find a ready 

buyer. The brewers, therefore, felt no competitive pressure 

to update plant or improve products, but merely to operate 

existing plant as effectively as possible. For large brewers it 

was a problem of how best to utilise capacity in a period of 

decreased trade, that is, whether to decrease the number of 

brewings or the size of the brew.45 Economies were still 

possible in some areas and it may be that war-time condi-

tions concentrated the brewers’ minds. At the Tyne Brew-

ery, for example, an investigation of water consumption led 

to the adoption of methods which made significant sav-

ings.46 

 

When it came to distribution the war caused particular 

problems. Brewers were called upon to provide transport 

equipment and horses were also requisitioned. On the out-

break of war Vaux lost three motor lorries and thirty horses, 

whilst Cameron’s had twelve horses, a petrol lorry and 

chassis commandeered.47 The requisitioning of transport 

equipment, coupled with the rising price of petrol and the 

problems of obtaining a supply, added to brewers’ difficul-

ties. Orders for new equipment placed by Newcastle Brew-

eries and Rowell’s were cancelled when war broke out.48 

Brewers were therefore made increasingly aware of the 

merits of careful planning of distribution networks and con-

sidering transport fleets on strictly economic grounds. 

 

It was not until after the Armistice that brewers could ex-

pect to improve their transport fleets when the Brewers’ 

Exhibition once again began to exhibit what was previously 

unavailable; motor vehicles adapted especially for brewers. 

In the North East, Rowell’s ordered two Sentinal 5/6 ton 

steam wagons, and the Newcastle Breweries ordered a new 

petrol wagon and updated its transport fleet such that by 

1920 they were advertising round trip deliveries from the 

brewery to the coast. In the same year the Newcastle Daily 

Journal reported that an unnamed brewer was considering 

utilising a novel method of distributing beer in tank cars 

similar to those used for oi1.49 If nothing else had transpired 

during 1914-20, brewers were now beginning to take the 

question of transport and distribution more seriously. 

 

As with technological progress, scientific progress was halt-

ed by the war. In 1919 the Brewing Trade Review judged 

that the absorption of scientists by the demands of modern 

warfare meant that ‘chemical progress in brewing has been 

brought practically to a standstill — in fact in many cases 

the stagnation had meant worse than standstill — it has 
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meant a retrogradation’.50 Eventually, the lessening of out-

put restrictions and the re-emergence of a free market in raw 

materials once more put a premium on the services of the 

chemist and skilled brewer. The Institute of Brewing had 

been at the forefront of brewing education and during the 

period 1915-17, 27 individual members of the brewing staffs 

at twenty North East breweries were elected to diploma 

membership of the Institute. In 1919 the Institute took an 

important initiative in line with many other industries in 

the immediate post-war reconstruction atmosphere when it 

proposed reconstituting itself into a research body for the 

fermentation industries. The proposal met with strong sup-

port and when new rules were formulated the Newcastle 

Breweries were one of the first to affiliate. The Tyneside 

firm had close links with the scientific side of the industry 

and in 1919 donated funds to the Newcastle Chemical Indus-

try Club to allow it to build up a library of brewing books.51 

 

 

The competitive environment 

 

The role of trade associations 

 

In 1919 the Brewing Trade Review lamented that the ‘want 

of competition has influenced every phase of brewing’.52 

Since 1914 brewers had been diverted from their normal 

competitive pre-occupations and concentrated more on com-

bining together to deal with the vexed issues of the regula-

tions and restrictions imposed by the various authorities. 

Trade matters were not only dominated by the introduction 

and working of government orders as they came on stream 

but were coloured by an acute awareness that a determina-

tion to make governmental control permanent could be high 

on the agenda. 

 

In such circumstances the two representatives bodies in 

the North East, the Northumberland and Durham Brewers’ 

Association and the Northern District Trade Defence As-

sociation, became more important and the value of their 

activities recognised, especially by non-members. The 

regional Brewers’ Association recruited another dozen 

members in the opening years of the war and by 1918 could 

claim to have enrolled all the brewers in Northumberland 

and Durham. By 1920 the association had 36 full-time mem-

bers, although its executive officers were still drawn from a 

handful of leading brewers.53 

 

The Brewers’ Association was particularly influential in 

determining the local response to the question of ‘pooling’. 

In 1917 a number of arrangements were devised by brewers 

elsewhere in the country under which they concentrated 

brewing operations or supplied one another’s houses in par-

ticular districts. In 1918 the Government set up a number of 

departmental advisory committees to consider possible ar-

rangements amongst breweries that would lead to economies 

in coal, transport, manpower etc. The trade saw this as a 

move to introduce the pooling and concentration of interests, 

and a signal that the Government thought not enough pro-

gress had been made in this direction by voluntary schemes. 

The attitude of the Durham and Northumberland Brewers’ 

Association was that any scheme which eliminated overlap-

ping of territories etc. was desirable but this was better done 

by mutual arrangements under the auspices of the associa-

tion rather than by some government department.54 

 

The association also took the view that in the situation that 

then existed, with the effective outputs of local breweries 

falling short of local requirements, a scheme should be for-

mulated that would increase local production to the fullest 

extent by arrangement with those portions of the trade cur-

rently supplied from Scotland. A sub-committee was set up 

to draw up a regional scheme and to discuss such problems 

as adjustment of profits between brewers participating. 

However, after talks held nationally between the Brewers’ 

Society and the Government, the plans for a centralised 

pooling scheme to be imposed by the Government was aban-

doned. This was done on the understanding that the industry 

itself would take steps to significantly reduce its consump-

tion of fuel. The Institute of Brewing appointed an expert 

committee to recommend to the Brewers’ Society how 

economies could be achieved. A memorandum was issued 

advising brewers on energy saving but by 1919 the cam-

paign by the Government for fuel and other economies 

within brewing was suspended.55 

 

The Institute of Brewing had become more overtly political 

as changes were threatened which could alter the future 

shape of the industry. In 1916, as it became obvious that the 

Government was considering some form of control, the in-

stitute formed a ‘Protection Committee’. This body was 

charged with the responsibility of safeguarding the interests 

of technical and consulting staffs within brewing and allied 

industries, and after discussions with two other interested 

bodies (the Brewers’ Society and the Operative Brewers’ 

Guild), it was agreed that the institute would handle all 

matters involving the interests of operative brewers. The 

institute also represented the claims of technical staff in evi-

dence to the Home Office Committee on State Purchase.56 

 

With the end of the war the Trade Defence Association re-

vived its political campaigning, even though the Representa-

tion of the Peoples Act of 1918 forced it to review its tac-

tics.57 When the 1918 General Election was called the local 

Trade Defence Association’s request for volunteers to work 

in the trade interest was well-received. The established 

method of submitting questionnaires to candidates and then 
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advising electors in each division to support the more sym-

pathetic was again adopted. However, in response to the new 

act the literature circulated to licensees and information 

given to the public was of a more ‘educational nature’, and 

efforts were also made to encourage women connected with 

the trade to canvass friends, customers etc. In the area cov-

ered by the Northern District Trade Defence Association, 17 

favourable and 11 unfavourable members were returned. 

Only two members of the previous Parliament were regard-

ed as sympathetic to the trade and the association was able 

to claim some credit for a remarkable turnabout.58 

 

 

Beer prices 

 

A tripling of beer prices in the period 1914-20 not only contrib-

uted to the brewers’ profitability but also towards a bigger role 

for regional trade associations in coordinating rises and han-

dling the brewers’ response to the consequent public disquiet. 

 

There had been an increase in beer prices late in 1914 and 

by 1916 further rises took place across the country in the 

price of bottled beers, due, it was said, to the serious in-

crease in the cost of brewing materials and production of 

beers, the difficulties of distributing bottle beers and the 

scarcity of bottles. Newcastle Breweries was one of the 

firms which raised the price of bottled beers but breweries 

also took the chance in 1916 to upwardly revise their whole 

range of charges. The Border Brewery, for example, raised 

its free trade prices by 20% and made smaller additions for 

tied houses, although these were later modified in the face of 

keen competition from Scottish brewers. Rowell’s raised the 

price of beer to their tenants by 45 per barrel and by 5s for 

free trade customers.59 By 1917, when output restrictions 

were beginning to bite, frequent meetings of the local Brew-

ers’ Association and Trade Defence Association were being 

held to agree joint action on prices of beers, spirits and 

wines in all managed and tied houses. The new price of a 

pint of beer was 7d compared to 4d in early 1916. The pub-

lic reacted strongly to these further rises and there were 

reports in the local press of a boycott by customers and talk 

of a slump in trade.60 Local brewers were forced to move 

quickly in attempts to assure both the press and public that 

they were not taking undue advantage, and when the addi-

tional barrelage was conceded by the authorities the oppor-

tunity arose for brewers to make some concession to public 

opinion. It was acknowledged that the granting of extra pro-

duction was ‘entirely due to protests of the working class’ 

and it was decided therefore that ‘some reduction should be 

made and the price fixed at 6d per pint’.61 Rowell’s, for 

instance, followed the local association’s recommendation 

by offering tenants a 10% rebate on the price of low gravity 

beers and gave their managing director the discretion to adjust 

whole-sale prices where ‘special terms’ were thought appropri-

ate.62 Frequent meetings became necessary to draw up sched-

ules of prices as variations in output, gravities and beer du-

ties took place. Not only were the trade associations called 

upon to formulate agreements on the intra-trade and retail 

prices, but they were also obliged to counteract criticism 

from the public by the publication of posters and leaflets 

explaining the rise in prices. Spokesmen from local brewers 

also appeared in the press showing an eagerness to discuss 

the matter. The managing director of one Newcastle firm 

provided figures to support a case apparently based on two 

general themes, that is, an increase in the cost of most of the 

important inputs into the production and distribution pro-

cesses, and a much lower output over which to spread fixed 

charges. In the first category were such items as raw materi-

als which had risen 116%, wages 50%, casks 100%, bottles 

133% and petrol 233%. Of the standing charges, the com-

pulsory reduction in output meant the annual rates and taxes 

averaged out at 2s 6d per barrel as against 4;d in 1914-15. 

Insurance, of which an increased premium to cover aircraft 

damage had also to be absorbed, worked out at Is 6d per 

barrel as against 2d. Interest payments on mortgages and 

debentures had gone from 1s 7d per barrel to 7s 4d. Adding 

the cost of raw materials per barrel to the average standing 

charges produced, said the brewer, an increased cost of 32s 

7d per barrel since the first year of the war. When considera-

tion was given to wages, transport and other costs, the brew-

er was able, on the basis of his own figures, to provide a 

plausible explanation for the 40s a barrel rise in wholesale 

price.63 

 

Equally, it was possible to exonerate the retailer from any 

charge of profiteering. The case was made for a publican 

who sold 200 barrels per annum at the outbreak of war but 

by 1917 was entitled to only 50. In 1914, with a wholesale 

price of 40s per barrel and retail price of 3d per pint, his 

annual gross profit was £320. In 1916 when his supply 

dropped to 150 barrel at 60s each, he sold it at 4d per pint 

and had a gross profit of £270. With the 1917 changes he 

would be dealing with 50 barrels bought for SOs each and 

beer retailing at 6d per pint, which proved perhaps rather too 

neatly that the licensed victualler’s gross profit had halved 

during the period under review.64 Nonetheless, it does point 

to the difficulties caused by fixed overheads. Such newspa-

per interviews may or may not have assuaged public fears 

but they do point to the growing ability amongst those in the 

trade to practise public relations. 

 

 

Products and markets 

 

In the conditions under which they were forced to operate 

brewers found it impossible to maintain the range and quali-
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ty of their staple product; draught beer. There was a good 

deal of dissatisfaction expressed by consumers and evidence 

of switching to bottled beers and spirits. Firms worked to 

exploit these growing markets and also to extend their field 

of operations into neighbouring areas and alternative outlets. 

Brewers also began to take more seriously the earning po-

tential of by-products. 

 

In 1916 the Central Control Board, known to be in favour of 

reducing gravities, appointed a committee to consider the 

steps the Board ought to take to give further encouragement 

to the production of lighter beers. By 1917 brewers were 

producing a 5d per pint, reduced-gravity beer under condi-

tions imposed upon them by the Government. They were 

effectively attempting to brew a foreign, lager type beer 

using a distinctly English process which did not lend itself to 

the manufacture of a satisfactory product. As the first barrels 

of this beer reached the retailers the brewers had misgivings 

and it was felt that the product would only be consumed in 

the absence of other beers.65 In Middlesbrough, the Chief 

Constable called for an increased supply of liquor to those 

working in the town’s heavy industry, but ‘not the liquid 

which is known as Government ale. The men complain that 

it is very thin, and in this respect no doubt their views are 

well-founded’.66 There was clearly some resistance to weak-

er beers. 

 

What was happening was that circumstances were combin-

ing to switch brewers’ sales of beer to spirits. Rising prices, 

the reduced strength of beer and shorter opening hours led to 

a substitution of spirits, particularly whisky, for draught 

ales. A Newcastle brewer reported in 1915 that ‘the trade in 

spirits has spread enormously during the past few months, 

and the beer trade has dropped quite a third’.67 Also in 1915 

the chairman of Rowell’s thought that the result of increased 

beer duties and the curtailment of evening hours was that 

‘the consumption of spirits was generously encouraged’.68 In 

the same year the Durham and North Yorkshire Public 

House Trust reported a 19% decline in draught beer sales, 

and a rise of 23% in the wine and spirits sold for consump-

tion off the premises. By 1918 the trade press was arguing 

that in colder weather consumers now preferred a small 

drink of spirits to a large quantity of weaker beer. The con-

sumption of beer of standard gravity was a third of pre-war 

level but the consumption of spirits at proof strength was 

40% up on its pre-war level. The growing business prompt-

ed Rowell’s to negotiate with a view to purchasing the share 

capital of a local wine and spirit company in order to obtain 

their extensive stocks. After detailed study of the firm’s 

accounts and stock holdings, Rowell’s established that the 

stock value was equivalent to £8 per share for the 5,237 

ordinary shares of £10 issued. Rowell’s offer of £7.10s per 

share was, however, unsuccessful: the wine and spirit com-

pany was looking for something in the region of £65,000 for 

the shares.69 

 

Brewers were also becoming aware of the commercial value 

of by-products, and such sales were thought to be one of the 

factors contributing to their profitability. The Board of Agri-

culture was particularly keen that those breweries that previ-

ously discarded surplus yeast should dry it for stockfeeding 

and farmers were encouraged to approach the smaller brew-

ers to enquire of the possibility of using their surplus yeast 

and other waste. In a similar move the Ministry of Food 

called upon brewers in milk-producing districts to give dairy 

farmers preference when disposing of by-products. Mean-

while, the Royal Commission on Meat Supplies asked brew-

ing consultants to investigate the use of brewers’ yeast for 

baking purposes. In other instances, chemists advised brewers 

on the correct treatment of spent hops to use as cattle feed.70 

 

 

Materials and labour 

 

The attitude of government policy-makers during the first 

half of the war was to avoid any direct controls on the use or 

importation of brewing materials. It was felt that the reduced 

output of beer would itself ensure that imported materials 

would fall, and there was therefore no direct government 

intervention, leaving brewers free to purchase materials 

from any source available. By the end of 1916, however, 

brewers were buying wheat to supplement the shortage of 

barley and the Government felt compelled to make an order 

which effectively prevented the use of wheat in brewing. 

Then, in 1917, the hop crop was taken over by the Govern-

ment. By this stage there was no longer anything approach-

ing a free market in materials. 

 

Uncertainty about malt supplies proved a problem for many 

brewers. At Rowell’s, in June 1917, following restrictions 

placed on the manufacture of malt, the brewers held only 

sufficient stocks to brew until the following November. 

Arrangements were set in train by the Ministry of Food to 

pool malt stocks such that output could be more equitably 

adjusted between brewers, but the issue of permits allowing 

transfers of malt between firms was not executed sufficient-

ly well in advance to reduce uncertainty. When Rowell’s 

was contemplating its Autumn production in the Summer of 

1917 it was in the knowledge that existing transfer permits 

expired in September of that year and beyond that the posi-

tion had yet to be resolved. Even after the war Rowell’s was 

making arrangements with brewers in Yorkshire to supply 

them with additional malt.71 

 

In terms of labour, the initial impact of war was to deprive 

the industry of experienced staff. Brewers, along with other 
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industrialists, were encouraged to allow those eligible to join 

up. Figures are difficult to come by but Vaizey suggests that 

up to half the men in many breweries either volunteered or 

were conscripted. At the end of 1915 the chairman of New-

castle Breweries put the staff lost for military and other war 

industries at 110, whilst the local Trade Defence Association 

estimated that 800 men from the trade in the ‘Northern Dis-

trict’ had enlisted. It is also known that Cameron’s had 24 

employees on military service within the first few weeks of 

the war and that the managing director of Rowell’s reported 

in May 1915 that: 

 

At the date of the declaration of war, our staff consisted of 82 

men, 36 over military age of 38. Of the balance of 46, 20 enlisted, 

and 3 were employed making munitions. This, without taking  

account of the physically unfit (and some have been rejected),  

gives a percentage of 50%.
72 

 

By the end of 1916 198 employees of the North Eastern 

Breweries had joined up. Not only members of the general 

workforce were away on military duty but some of the im-

portant principals in firms. A number, of course, were killed 

and although full records are not available, it is known that 

23 employees of Newcastle Breweries were lost in action.73 

 

The anxiety in the industry caused by the removal of staff to 

war duties was not confined to the lack of experience of the 

new employees but arose because not all work in brewing 

firms could be done by the females and juveniles who 

formed most of the replacements. This was particularly true 

of those operations involved in the malting of barley, where 

most of the work was considered too heavy.74 

 

For those who spent the war working in the industry rela-

tions with employers appear to have been good. In 1914 the 

Brewery Trade Review had warned brewers about the activi-

ties of the recently formed National Union of Brewery 

Workers which they felt should be discouraged as relations 

between all engaged in the industry would ‘not be advanced 

by the extension of trade unionism to brewing’.75 During the 

war brewers tended to grant general increments in the form 

of ‘war bonuses’ rather than specific adjustments to pay 

scales of particular employees through negotiation. Some 

unions did, however, continue to press for wage rises for 

certain workers, as happened at Rowell’s in 1916. Here, the 

Amalgamated Union of Labour applied for a 4s per week 

advance on behalf of women employed in their bottling 

factory. The directors refused to entertain this claim but 

granted all brewery-based manual wage-earner’s a war bo-

nus of Is per week. The firm’s draymen then demanded an 

advance of 4s per week, and when their representatives were 

interviewed by board members they intimated that they had 

hoped for some part of the claim and explained that those 

men doing similar work at Newcastle Breweries were re-

ceiving Is per week more than themselves. The response of 

the management was to agree to speak to the directors of 

Newcastle Breweries and give an undertaking to establish 

the same pay and conditions at Rowell’s. In the event, the 

Rowell’s draymen rejected what they felt to be the poorer 

conditions enjoyed by the Newcastle Breweries employees 

and settled instead for a war bonus equivalent to that award-

ed to brewery Staff.76 

 

The management of Rowell’s clearly felt themselves to be in 

a strong position when faced with pay claims and were able 

to take an uncompromising stance when the girls in the bot-

tling department returned with another application for a 4s 

per week increase, backed up by threats to resign. The man-

ager of the bottling factory advised the board thus: 

 

I suggest we pay them the minimum wage viz- 12s per week + 3s 

war bonus, the notice on behalf of the employees be accepted and 

the applicants to fill the vacancies be non-union hands. These  

vacancies can be partly filled by present staff who are not keen on 

the union and by the many women who are frequently soliciting  

for work.
77

 

 

The firm took a more conciliatory line, arguing that they 

couldn’t accede to the request but pointed out that other 

brewers paid no more than Rowell’s and some important 

local bottlers paid only 12 and 14s respectively. Rowell’s 

did, however, continue to increase wages all round via war 

bonuses during 1917. Only in one instance, in 1918 with the 

important skilled occupation of coopering, did Rowell’s 

make a significant concession. An application for a 9s per 

week advance in wage rates was met with acceptable offer 

of 4s 6d, bringing the coopers’ wages up from a prewar rate 

of £1.16.0d to £3.7.6d.78 

 

By the end of the war most brewery workers in the North 

East seem to have been well-organised by the National Un-

ion of General Workers, who prepared a strong claim for an 

improvement in pay and conditions.79 Negotiations between 

employers and employees were conducted through the 

Northumberland and Durham Brewers’ Association and 

agreement was reached on a 48 hour week and pay rises that 

put able-bodied males, for example, on a minimum of 58s 

per week, (34s above  that paid in 1914). Meetings between 

the union and the association continued and the 1919 agree-

ment was superseded in early 1920 when the minimum was 

raised to 63s for men and 33s for women. Attempts by the 

union to fix wages for those in the retail trade failed when 

the association ruled it was not a matter for them since so 

many of the outlets were controlled by individuals and firms 

which did not belong to the association. Further negotiations 

with the brewery workers’ unions in the closing months of 
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1920 raised scales again, leaving inside able-bodied men on 

70s and transport workers on 71s per week.80 

The tied trade 

 

The fierce, turn of the century competition for retail outlets, 

which had abated after 1913, petered out completely during 

the years 1914-20. Given the restrictions on output and the 

difficulty of supplying existing outlets, it was not surprising 

that the piecemeal purchase of additional houses by brewers 

was almost non-existent. 

 

In 1915 the annual meeting of the Northern Corporation was 

told that nothing was being done in the property market. 

Owners, it was said, were unwilling to recognise the fall 

which had taken place in the value of licensed properties and 

purchasers were unwilling to extend their interests until the 

disturbance caused by war and legislation had settled down. 

Nonetheless, the two largest tied-house owners in the region 

made acquisitions during the war. The North East Breweries 

bought three properties in 1915, spent a little over £25,000 

on new premises in 1917 and paid out a further £56,000 in 

the following year. Newcastle Breweries also picked up a 

few licensed premises between 1916 and 1918. The major 

priority for all brewers was, however, the maintenance and 

repair of existing estates, at least as far as circumstances 

allowed. Cameron’s was also concerned about the fall in 

public house values since the Finance Act of 1910 and con-

tinued throughout the war to write-off £20,000 per annum to 

reflect the fall, in addition to setting aside reserves to meet 

future outlays on licensed property.81 

 

Once the war had drawn to a close there were signs that 

brewing companies were again willing to extend their tied 

estates. Newcastle Breweries bought four houses in 1919 

and Warwick’s of Darlington also bought property, whilst 

Geo. Younger went to auction to buy the freeholds on hous-

es already leased by them.82 The minute books of Rowell’s 

show a considerable post-war step-up in involvement in the 

licensed property market, although it only resulted in a 

handful of purchases. In the years 1919 and 1920 fifteen 

individual houses (offered to the company in locations 

throughout the North East) were turned down, although in 

half the cases inspections were made of the properties and 

particulars of takings and prices were examined. Serious 

consideration was also given to purchasing the estates of local 

brewers or wine merchants such as J.H. Graham, MacFadyan 

& Co. and J.A. Anderson, which came onto the market dur-

ing the period. None, however, were purchased. Rowell’s 

was however successful at auction on at least three occa-

sions.83 

 

The only significant wholesale acquisition of licensed prop-

erty during the period, apart from those houses acquired by 

Cameron’s in its takeover of Robert Newton, was the pur-

chase by Newcastle Breweries of the properties of Matthew 

Wood & Son Ltd. In 1919 the directors of Newcastle Brew-

eries authorised the purchase from Wood, the former South 

Shields brewer, of all their licensed premises and some other 

properties for £75,000. Wood & Son then reduced their capi-

tal from £57,000 to £10,500 by paying off £15,000 prefer-

ence capital and returning 15s per share to the holders of 

42,000 £1 ordinary shares. 1841 

 

The shortage of labour and increased cost of building mate-

rial had dissuaded even the better placed companies like 

North Eastern Breweries from carrying out any substantial 

alterations to their tied houses, but a number, like Rowell’s 

for example, carried out minor improvements such as the 

installation of electricity. Nor was the building of new 

houses a possibility immediately after the war. Even if the 

resources, both physical and financial, had been available, 

the attitude of licensing magistrates was an impediment. In 

what may have been the only attempt to build a new public 

house during the period, the Durham and North Yorkshire 

Public Houses Trust failed in their licence application for the 

premises they intended to construct on a site with a growing 

population at Blackhall.85 

 

With the erection of no new houses and property purchases 

by brewers being isolated examples rather than the rule, the 

brewers’ degree of control over licensed property remained 

static over the period 1914-20. An important pre-war consid-

eration with regard to tied estates had been the operation of 

the Compensation Act, but during the war the trade press 

commented a number of times on the uneventful nature of 

brewster sessions compared with earlier years. This general 

comment would seem to apply in Durham City, for example, 

where only five houses were referred for compensation in 

the period 1914-18. However, in licensing districts such as 

Newcastle, which possessed such a high number of licences 

when the Compensation Act came into force, the process of 

systematic licence reduction continued. By the end of the 

war a total of 118 licences had been taken away since 1905 

but this still left 427 on-licences and 169 off-licences. In 

1918 magistrates considered the area around the Close, be-

tween the river and railway station, where twelve houses 

served a population of about 1,000. The Chief Constable 

thought four or five houses were sufficient and the magis-

trates duly reported eight for compensation. The next year 

the bench turned its attention to Scotswood Road and eight 

of the thirty premises were refused renewa1J861 In other 

parts of the North East the pace of licence reduction slowed 

down but, in certain divisions in particular years, some 

brewers lost a number of houses. For instance, North Eastern 

Breweries lost seven licences in 1915; Border Breweries lost 

three licences in Berwick in 1917; Newcastle Breweries lost 
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three in Tynemouth in 1919; and Jas. Deuchar, Fenwick’s 

and Vaux all lost licences on public houses they owned in 

Sunderland in 1917.87  

 

 

Performance 

 

The profitability of the industry 

 

Comprehensive studies of the industry’s profitability are not 

available, but from a series of responses to Parliamentary 

Questions the total estimated profits of all brewing concerns 

can be summarised as in Table 55. These figures suggest 

that brewery profits trebled over the period. However, a 

survey of the performance of 16 leading brewery companies 

between 1914 and 1919 reported an increase in net profits 

over the period of 100%.88 At varying points during the 

period the financial press scrutinised the industry, with the 

Economist, for example, carrying out analyses of annual 

returns from time to time, the results of which have been 

gathered together in Table 56. 

 

Although a different number of firms were covered by each 

survey the numbers are such that the results can be regarded 

as generally indicative of the performance of the sector as a 

whole. Whilst the growth in profit in Table 55 is of much 

greater magnitude than that revealed by Table 56, this ap-

parent discrepancy should not be allowed to obscure one 

fundamental point: even when allowing for the usual caveats 

about the decline in the purchasing power of the pound and 

the much heavier tax rates which had to be offset against 

these pre-tax sums, the overwhelming conclusion remains 

that during the period 1914-20, despite all the impositions 

by the Government, brewery companies enjoyed prosperous 

times. It is also the case that even though doubts must 

surround the accuracy of the parliamentary estimates and 

questions must be asked about the comparability of the num-

bers of firms used by the Economist and the degree to which 

they are typical of the entire industry rather than the public 

companies operating therein, there is nevertheless some 

concurrence on the pattern of rising profits during the peri-

od. Increased profits at the outbreak of war were followed 

by a check on the rate of growth until the end of 1917 when 

there began again an appreciable acceleration in profits. 

 

What the aggregate summaries hide, of course, is any detail 

of the performance of particular firms or the distribution of 

results around the overall average. Whilst the industry, be it 

national or regional, undoubtedly fared well overall, it is 

inevitable that some individual brewers did better than oth-

ers. The verdict of the Economist was that those with popu-

lar brand names and numerous tied houses did better than 

the smaller companies which, for example, found it less easy 

to raise their prices.1891 This argument is borne out to some 

extent in the North East with both Newcastle Breweries and 

the North Eastern Breweries frequently cited by commenta-

tors as companies doing well in a national context.90 

 

 

Performance of North East firms  

 

Following the general pattern for the industry, North Eastern 

Breweries enjoyed their most profitable year to date in 1917 

and went on to exhibit a steady growth in earnings.1911 The 

Newcastle Breweries’ net profit performance, however, 

showed a slight lag (Table 57). Their net profits growth rate 

Year £m 

  

1913-14 9.97 

1914-15 11.68 

1915-16 13.18 

1916-17 14.22 

1917-18 24.39 

1918-19 30.19 

Period covered Number of compa-

nies covered 

Increase in profits over 

previous year (%) 

   

Year ending 91 4.4 

Year ending 81 8.8 

Year ending 77 5.6 

Year ending 114 26.6 

Reports published during 1918 107 22.7 

Year ending 113 17.2 

Table 55. Brewery profits 1913-1919. Source. 

Brewing Trade Review, 1 September 1924. 

Table 56. Aggregate annual increase in brewers’ profits 1914-1919. Source. 

Economist 25 May 1917, 10 October 1918, 1 March 1919 & 30 August 1919. 
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over the period 1914-19 was 216%, matching that for the 

industry (205%) given by Table 55. But Table 57 reveals that 

the growth rate, which represented a 31% leap in 1916, then 

slackened off to around 10% per year until 1919 when it in-

creased dramatically. For Rowell’s (Table 57) net profits went 

up by 183% over the same period but this overall increase, 

not dissimilar to Newcastle Breweries and the national per-

formance, displayed a rather different pattern. After growth 

rates of less than 5% and 9% in 1915 and 1916, net profits 

then rose by approximately 30% in each of the next two 

years and by 46% in 1919. It has to be said that the dramatic 

improvement in brewers’ profit performance during the war 

and immediately afterwards was made to look all the more 

flattering by their record in the decade before 1914. None-

theless, there is no doubt that firms proved themselves adept 

at exploiting the opportunities that presented themselves and 

emerged from the war in a healthier state than that in which 

they entered it. Do-spite the constant complaints of rises in 

raw material costs, high duties, output restrictions and the 

loss of skilled personnel, higher profitability was the norm. 

 

How higher profits came about, declared the Economist in 

1919, ‘may perhaps puzzle the economic historians of to-

morrow’.92 Its own explanation lay in the obvious factor of 

increased beer prices and also in the greater revenues se-

cured from the sale of by-products, with ‘a good deal due to 

better organisation consequent on Government regulation’.93 

Part of the explanation may also lie in the increased prosper-

ity experienced by industrial workers in those areas where 

there was an abundance of war work. The trade journals, 

always sensitive to accusations of profiteering, argued that 

inflation meant that the real increases were far from exces-

sive.94 They were also at pains to point out that only a pro-

portion of profit was the result of brewing and beer sales, 

much of it coming from wine and spirit wholesaling, rent 

receipts and earnings on investments. 

 

The individual brewers themselves offered little if any com-

ment on the causes of their new-found prosperity other than 

the occasional reference to the state of trade in the locality. 

For instance, in 1915 the chairman of Newcastle Breweries 

stated that their larger profits were ‘no doubt mainly due to the 

war which had furnished a large amount of employment in 

trades mostly carried on in the district’.95 Although never 

acknowledged by the brewers themselves, the substantial price 

rises had a real impact, with companies’ abilities to increase or 

at least maintain gross profit levels on smaller turnovers as 

testimony to that. No brewer was immune from the national 

decline in sales, although some presumably coped better than 

others. For example, at the end of 1914 North Eastern Brewer-

ies output was more than 10% down on the corresponding 

period of 1913 and in some weeks was cut by half. In the first 

year of the war Rowell’s reported a decline in trade slightly 

less than the national figure of 25% and at the end of 1915 

Cameron’s local trade and that with its tied houses was down 

by the same margin. But weaker beer at higher prices compen-

sated for the potential fall in earnings. At Rowell’s, for in-

stance, an annual decline in barrelage of 21% was accompa-

 Newcastle Breweries Ltd John Rowell & Sons Ltd 

Year Gross profit £ Net profit £ Trading profit £ Net profit £ 

     

1914 150,065 56,067 36,543 12,677 

1915 160,621 61,964 37,455 13,240 

1916 181,913 81,372 45,057 14,413 

1917 183,789 91,152 82,745 19,049 

1918 186,789 100,328 86,692 24,607 

1919 272,482 177,044 102,325 35,862 

Table 57. Profits of Newcastle Breweries Ltd and John Rowell & Sons Ltd: 1914-19. 

Source. Newcastle Breweries Ltd Annual Reports 1914-19, Tyne and Wear Archives 

Service (TWAS) 1463/125-172; John Rowell & Son Ltd Annual Reports 1914-19 in  

Directors’ Minute Books 3 & 4, TWAS 2319/2/1-2. 
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nied by an increased turnover from £26,202 to £33,326, much 

of it explained by the additional beer duty.96 

 

Table 57 throws up an interesting apparent anomaly in the 

relative growth rates of gross and net profits between 1914 

and 1919. For Rowell’s the increase in both is about 180% 

but for Newcastle Breweries the gross profit increase is less 

than half of the net profit rise. Why Newcastle Breweries net 

profits should grow at a much faster rate than its gross prof-

its may be partly explained by different accounting practices 

to Rowell’s but it is also a reflection of war-time conditions 

and the asset strength of the company. With no significant 

purchases of licensed property or plant for most of the peri-

od, depreciation stood at the same figure in 1919 as it did in 

1914. Similarly, the amount spent on repairs and alterations 

to property showed no appreciable increase until 1919. 

Compensation fund charges and licence duties, which in 

1914 had been quite large, had dwindled to nothing by 1918. 

As well as this list of costs which failed to keep pace with 

gross profit changes, the company was able to benefit from 

the income earned on much larger levels of investments and, 

with its extensive tied estate and other properties, continued 

to derive substantial incomes from rents etc. 

 

 

Appropriations of profit  

 

As brewers made even greater profits, shareholders enjoyed 

higher dividends. One calculation put the average dividend 

on the ordinary capital of over a hundred brewery companies 

at 7.7% in 1914 and 19.4% by 1919.97 Table 58 shows the 

dividend records of some North East brewers during the 

period 1914-1920. Newcastle Breweries was distributing 

172,000 in dividends in 1919 compared with £28,000 in 

1914. Although this increase was partly due to the doubling 

of the number of ordinary shares in 1919, the actual increase 

in ordinary dividend paid out over the period had multiplied 

by a factor of 3.75. This turnaround in fortunes of some 

North East firms can be seen in the case of Robt. Deuchar, 

which began declaring large dividends in 1917, their first 

since 1907.98 Like the other Deuchar company, all ordinary 

shares were held privately, so that sizable distributions made 

toward the end of the period represented significant profit-

taking by the original proprietors. 

 

Not all the region’s brewers were in a position to distribute 

profits. The Border Brewery Co. had not declared a dividend 

since 1904 and the seriousness of its financial position was 

highlighted by the fact that by 1920 it was still 16 years in 

areas with preference dividends. One firm that did recover 

by the very end of the period was Duncan & Daglish, which 

met all its commitments towards preference shareholders 

and was about to declare a dividend on ordinary share capi-

tal for the first time since 1905.99 

 

Burgeoning profits not only allowed the leading companies 

to pay higher dividends but also permitted them to transfer 

more to reserves and increase the carry forward of unappro-

 1914 

% 

1915 

% 

1916 

% 

1917 

% 

1918 

% 

1919 

% 

1920 

% 

        

Cameron’s 16 18 18 18 18 22 22 

Jas. Deuchar 10 12 12 12 20 20 25 

Robt. Deuchar 0 0 0 30 30 50 50 

R. Fenwick 5 5 5 10 10 10 10 

Newcastle Breweries 8 10 10 15 15 15 12 

North Eastern Breweries 12 12 12 12 15 17 12 

W.B. Reid 10 9 10 10 10 `15 12 

J. Rowell 6 6 7 10 15 15 10 

Border Brewery 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Table 58. Ordinary dividends (including bonusses) of some North East brewing companies 1914-20. Source. Stock exchange 

official intelligence, 1914-20.  
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priated profits.100 The Newcastle Breweries’ ‘general re-

serve’ account had risen from £186,532 in 1914 to £300,000 

by the end of 1918. Other companies had built up considera-

ble reserves by the end of the war with Cameron’s holding a 

general reserve of £450,000 and North Eastern Breweries 

with one of over £225,000. Sizeable reserves had also been 

built up by W.B. Reid, Jas. Deuchar and Rowell’s. Robt. 

Deuchar’s reserve fund was £75,000 but in addition had 

investments, representing the value of Simson &. McPher-

son's ordinary share capital held, of £208,000.101 The way in 

which the war years enabled brewery companies to strength-

en their balance sheets can be seen with reference to New-

castle Breweries (Table 59). The company made no substan-

tial purchases of property until the Addison Potter maltings 

in 1918, and with the depreciation policy continuing during 

the war the net value of property held by the company in 

1919 did not differ significantly from the amount held in 

1914. It was in stocks and the intangible asset of invest-

ments that big rises are seen. Newcastle Breweries' invest-

ments in allied companies were written down by 20%, but it 

was the use of the company's new found prosperity to buy 

only financial assets (most particularly War Loan Stock) 

which explains the quadrupling of total investments. The 

doubling of stock values in 1919 was due to the company's 

policy, pursued less successfully during the war, of the lay-

ing down of the largest possible stocks of spirits and build-

ing up malt and hop stocks.102 

 

Summary 

 

By 1920 the brewery firms operating in England and Wales 

were defined by a government committee as follows: 

 

many concerns are private companies. There is a great variation 

between one concern and another. Some brewers stand on very 

valuable sites; most of them are on sites not more valuable than  

any part of the surrounding area, and there are many intermediate 

cases ... Some have many tied houses and some have few.  

Neighbourhoods also differ, and their differences affect brewery 

concerns in various ways. Where population is dense and the tied 

houses are near at hand, the distribution of beer is cheap, quick and 

simple. Where the population is sparse and the tied houses are  

scattered, the cost of the distribution becomes a serious charge ... One 

district may be prosperous and improving, another stationary, or on 

the decline. Town differs from country, and one town from another 

town. Some places have a special water supply. Independently of 

tied houses, some concerned have a large family trade ... Trade marks 

and trade names and a long-established reputation all possess their 

own peculiar features of profit and performance.
103 

 

This description of the industry nationally could equally 

apply to the North East. The years 1914-20 were a period of 

co-existence in the region's industry of brewers with con-

trasting characteristics. Smaller, private firms operated 

alongside the larger public companies, and even within some 

public companies significant shareholdings remained in the 

private hands of the original proprietors. The big brewers 

occupied extensive facilities in Newcastle and towns such as 

Gateshead, Sunderland and West Hartlepool, but at the same 

time sizeable firms operated from smaller centres such as 

Castle Eden. Whilst the larger firms had updated and ration-

alised production facilities as much as the circumstances of 

the period permitted, a number of lesser brewers continued 

to use facilities which but for war-time conditions would 

otherwise have been considered obsolete. A general inactivi-

ty in the licensed property market had retained the pattern of 

tied house ownership established by 1914. War-time requisi-

tioning had depleted transport fleets but offered those with 

densely and closely situated tied estates the opportunity to 

economise on delivery. However, transport difficulties and 

reduced output did act as a brake on expansion by ambitious 

firms into trading further afield. Moreover, normal competi-

tive instincts gave way to the exigencies of wartime, profita-

bility rose, and cooperation between firms was stimulated by 

government intervention. 

Table 59. Extracts from Newcastle Breweries' Balance Sheets, 1914 - 1919. Source. Newcastle Breweries Annual 

Reports 1914-1919, Tyne and Wear Archives 5ervice 1463/125-172. 

 31.10.14 

£ 

31.10.15 

£ 

31.10.16 

£ 

31.10.17 

£ 

31.10.18 

£ 

31.10.19 

£ 

       

Total investments 94,575 99,808 133,032 246,485 385,442 369,098 

Net value of freehold etc. property 1,033,432 1,030,862 1,042,107 1,039,983 1,073,428 1,157,731 

Stocks at valuation 108,961 132,872 173,287 187,383 183,624 387,924 
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