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Introduction

Blue Bell, Lower Goat Lane, 1935

In 1925 Walter Wicks wrote the ‘Inns and Taverns of Old Norwich’, followed in 1947 by Leonard 
Thompson’s ‘Norwich Inns’. More recently, in 1975, John Riddington Young produced his own 
version of Walter Wicks’ work. All of theses books contain wonderful stories, and give brilliant 
insights into the pub scene and the characters that inhabited it at the time. They also share another 
feature . . . they are all out of print. Therefore, with some trepidation, we decided that it was time to 
make another foray into a subject that has contributed so much to Norwich’s heritage.

When we first proposed the book a number of people raised the question of combining the story of the 
pubs with that of Norwich’s breweries. It made sense to do this, after all for the majority of the 20th 
century they owned around 95% of the pubs.

In all of our projects we try to bring history to life by including personal stories and photographs. 
In this respect we owe many thanks to the numerous people who have contributed. Additionally we 
are particularly grateful to both Richard Bristow (www.norfolkpubs.co.uk) and Derek McDonald, 
experts in this field, for so generously sharing their material with us.

Structuring the book has been a challenge. We had so much material! In the section on breweries 
we have been able to include the memories of people who worked at all of the major breweries. 
These give a real insight into a world long since gone. We were also able to come right up to date 
by including a section on Woodforde’s, which originated in Norwich. The pub section tested our 
ingenuity more. Eventually we decided to have an in-depth look at general topics all linked with pub 
culture e.g. names, artists and entertainers, and then to research some establishments in more detail. 
But which ones? In the end we based our selection around the 1884/5 OS map of Norwich, which 
highlights all of the pubs and inns in the centre of the City which were open at the time. We have 
included extra information on many of the pubs which are still open today, together with interviews 
given by City landlords.

Finally this is not a beer guide. We leave advice on this subject to the authorities at CAMRA. Our 
goal is quite simple. We aim to show the outstanding contribution that pubs and breweries have made, 
and indeed continue to make, to Norwich’s culture in an informative but light-hearted manner.

Cheers

Frances and Michael Holmes 
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Section 1 - Norwich Breweries

Steward & Patteson brewery workers, c1900
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Ale, which can be dated back to 3,000 years BC, is 
believed to be the world’s oldest form of alcohol. 
When ancient nomadic civilisations such as Babylonia 
settled down to grow grain they were able to produce 
the two staple elements of their diets, namely bread 
and ale. At a time when water was often contaminated, 
ale was the healthy option. As soon as farming became 
established in the British Isles, tribes started to brew 
their own varieties of ale. It has been a common drink 
in England for about 1500 years, in fact until the early 
15th century it was the principal drink.

The very early brewers produced malt by first soaking 
barley (or wheat) in water and then burying it in the 
ground to allow it to germinate. The malted cereal 
would then be dried, crushed and baked into large 
flat cakes which would be brewed by the simple 
process of being soaked in warm water and pressed 
through a sieve. The resulting liquid (or wort) was 
than fermented in large earthenware vessels. As can 
be imagined the resultant ale would not meet today’s 
standards being somewhat cloudy, furthermore it was 
often so thick, with unfiltered barley husks, it had to be 
drunk through a hollow reed to enable it to be filtered. 

For many years the Church exercised control over both 
brewing and the supply of ales. Monks were some of 
the earliest brewers in Norwich. Their breweries can 
be traced back to around the 11th century and were 
situated in their priories. For example the Benedictine 
monks had their brewery in the Cathedral Close whilst 
the Austin friars produced ale between Mountergate 
and St Anne’s Staithe in King Street. It was also 
brewed in homes and on farms.

To produce ale the early brewers used herbs and 
spices to balance the sweetness of the malt. However, 
in the 15th century beer was introduced to this country 
from the Low Countries. Unlike English ales, beer 

was brewed with the addition of hops which added 
bitterness to the beer and extended its life.

Later in the same century, during the reign of Henry 
VI, the hop vine was first grown in England. At the 
time it was considered an adulterant and its use for 
brewing was banned by the monarch. It was more than 
a century before Henry VIII repealed the prohibition 
after which it became universally used and the terms 
‘ale’ and ‘beer’ became largely synonymous.

At this time ‘small beer’ (of around 2% alcohol) was 
an important source of nutrition. Unlike the higher 
alcohol beers, which were served for recreational 
purposes, this weaker alternative contained just 
enough alcohol to act as a preservative. It provided 
hydration without causing intoxication. 

During the Middle Ages brewing was mainly carried 
out in the home or by innkeepers, who produced beer 
solely to be drunk on their own premises. It was only 
during the 17th century that ‘common breweries’ (i.e. 
breweries which distributed products to a number of 
outlets) were established.

Until 1750, in terms of population, Norwich was the 
third largest city in England. However, by the end 
of the 18th century Norwich was in decline. Quite 
simply it did not have the natural resources that 
were essential in the new industrial age. As such the 
Industrial Revolution largely by-passed the region. 
Manufacturers were pushed towards industries based 
on agriculture, one of which was brewing.

Norwich was a natural site for the brewing industry 
being situated at the centre of an area which grew 
some of the best malting barley in the country. It also 
had the advantage of having access to good quality 
water, essential to the brewing process, from the chalk 
that underlies much of the City.

Brewing in Norwich
Early Days 
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Growth and Expansion 

Steward & Patteson’s Pockthorpe Brewery, c1900 

In 1783 there were nine breweries in Norwich serving 
a population of about 35,000. Most would have been 
small. Additionally, publicans continued to brew beers 
for their own establishments. 

As major brewers came to dominate production a new 
phenomenon emerged, namely the ‘tied house’. This 
development played a huge part in the subsequent 
expansion and eventual demise of the Norwich 
breweries. It would appear that the early growth of the 
tie, whereby a publican agreed to take the product of 
a particular brewery and came under its control, was 
not a deliberate strategy. It often arose because the 
publican became indebted to the brewer, or a future 
landlord with insufficient capital may have sought 
financial help from the brewery. As it became more 
expensive for licensees to enter the trade it was seen 
as a sensible marketing strategy for the brewers to 
offer credit since it secured an outlet for their beer. 
Eventually the majority of houses were either owned, 
or leased, by the breweries. Subsequently a trend 
developed whereby the dominant producers took 
over their smaller competitors not for their breweries, 
which were often subsequently closed down, but as a 
means of getting their hands on the tied estate. One 
wonders if the 19th-century industrialists were aware 
that this strategy, which gave them early dominance, 
would eventually lead to their own downfall.

By 1836 there were 27 breweries in the City. 
However, new production methods were beginning to 
give significant advantages to the larger producers. In 
particular:

• Technological developments, e.g. the increased 
use of the steam engine, benefitted the larger 
companies who further gained from economies of 
scale

• An increase in popularity of porter (a malt liquor) 
which required longer, and hence more, storage. 
Steward & Patteson began producing it in 1840

• Greater control of the brewing process produced 
beer of a more consistent quality

• The growth of tied houses. 
In Norwich there was a relatively high level of 
production and control by ‘common brewers’ such 
that in 1841 the industry was highly concentrated. By 
then over 75% of Norwich’s 558 public houses  were 
in the hands of seven firms, with Steward & Patteson 
controlling 33% of them. This concentration was 
probably linked to the relatively early growth of the 
larger brewers, indeed it is believed that Norwich had 
a lower proportion of pubs brewing their own beer 
than anywhere else in England. In fact the 1830 excise 
returns indicate that in the country as a whole one 


