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Hook Norton Brewery:
Where progress is measured in pints

A brewing day at the Hook Norton Brewery

A single line announced John Harris’s arrival in Hook Norton. The 1847 edition of
the Post Office Trade Directory simply stated, “Harris John, maltster, Scotland”. He
was in his early twenties and had rented the farm at Scotland End during the final
weeks of 1846 after the death of a cousin. He was the youngest son of Henry and
Elizabeth Harris, who farmed in the small hamlet of Chilson, near Chadlington, about
six miles from Chipping Norton. When John’s father died in 1843 the responsibility
for running the family farm was left to John and his brother.1 The availability of the
farm in Scotland End provided John with the opportunity to start his own business.

1
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The Will of Henry Harris of Chilson, Public Record Office: Probate 11/1982.
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John Harris’s entry in the Post Office Directory in 1847

His business activities were centred on farming and malt production, with
barley grown on the farm through the summer being malted during the winter. While
other local villages supported their own maltsters, the relatively isolated position of
Hook Norton meant that Harris’s market was most likely restricted to the immediate
village, the smaller nearby villages and outlying farms. By 1850 Harris held a
monopoly on malt production in the village.2 Dealing in brewers’ materials or
associated businesses was the most common way of entering the brewing trade at

Old plan of the brewery site

(HNBC Archives)
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Census Return, 1851.
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this time. William Bass, for instance, started as a carting contractor, moving casks of
beer in Burton on Trent, before becoming a brewer in 1777.3 Harris’s entry was a
natural extension of his farming and malting business and offered him all the year
round commercial activity.

It is likely that John Harris started brewing on a small scale for the benefit of
his farm workers, particularly at haymaking and harvest time. From this beginning,
as the Harris-Clarke family oral tradition recalls, he began his brewing business in
1849.4 This may have been on a semi-commercial basis; in order to evaluate
whether the demand was sufficient to sustain brewing on a full time basis. Harris still
advertised himself as a maltster and farmer and there is no mention of brewing in his
trade directory entries or the 1851 Census where he is listed as ‘a farmer and
maltster’. It was not until the updated entry in the 1853 edition of Lascelles & Co.
Directory and Gazetteer of Oxfordshire, that he confirmed brewing was part of his
business. He had rented the 52 acre farm initially from John Parish and in
September 1852 he purchased the Scotland End site for £350.5

John Harris’s entry in the 1853 edition of
Lascelles & Co. Directory and Gazetteer.
A feature of his brewing during these early years was its irregular frequency. During
the winter of 1856-57 there were instances where there were gaps of as much as a
month between each brewing, followed by periods of more hectic brewing activity. 6

The growth of the business is reflected in the increased use of malt, creating a
need for new maltings, designed by Edward Holmes of Birmingham (1865), and a

3

Peter Mathias, The Brewing Industry in England, 1700-1830 (Cambridge University Press, 1959),
page 255.
4 Re-iterated by the late Bill Clarke in the 1975.
5 Deeds of the Brewery, Hook Norton Brewery Company (HNBC) Archive.
6 Analysis of Brewing Books, 1856-1872, HNBC Archive.
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new brewery designed by London architect Henry Pontifex (1872). The impact of the
new brewery was immediate. It opened in June 1872 and by the end of the year
sales of Harris’s beer had risen by 27%.7 The brewery was upgraded again in 1880
by another London Brewery architect, Arthur Kinder, to meet the continued demand
for Harris’s beer. Between 1883 and 1887 he consistently sold more than 3,000
barrels a year with a peak in 1884, when he sold 3,581.8

The ‘small’ copper from John Harris’s 1872 brewery
situated in the current brew house.
Photo: Jack Haney

Brewing from the beginning was a full-time occupation for John Harris, and the
brewing books show regular brewing, including during the summer months when
controlling fermenting temperatures apparently caused problems for larger breweries
who worked with a “brewing season”.

The idea of a “brewing season” derived from the practice of the London porter
brewers of the eighteenth century, whose brewing season ran from September to

R.M. Woolley, “The Development of the Hook Norton Brewery, 1846-1913,” M.Phil. thesis
(University of Wolverhampton, 2005), pages 75-76.
8 Woolley, page 112.
7
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early June, while brewers in Burton-on-Trent traditionally operated an even shorter
season.9 For John Harris this was not possible. He had neither the capital nor
storage for his business to sustain such an investment in stock. The solution lay in
his brewing practice. Using rudimentary cooling technology, probably a piece of
rubber pipe placed in the fermentation vessel through which cold water was passed,
and a thermometer he was able to monitor fermentation temperatures. 10 When
summer temperatures were high he sprayed the walls of the cellar and casks with
cold water to reduce the temperature.11
The 1860s were a pivotal decade for Harris’s business. Needing to
concentrate on the brewing, Harris employed Richard West as his clerk to look after
the orders and George Embra as a labourer, specifically to work in the brew house.
His most important decision, however, was taking on Richard Howse as a traveller.
With his pony and trap Howse travelled widely over the local area collecting orders
from free houses and private individuals. His appointment coincided with a period of
continually increasing demand and output. At the end of the decade there were ten
men and a boy employed at the brewery. By 1881 the farm had grown to 145 acres,
sixteen men and two boys were now employed and brewing had been delegated to
his two nephews, Walter Bowl and Alban Clarke.

In 1869 Harris made a tentative entry into the tied-house trade, purchasing
the Pear Tree Beerhouse in Hook Norton for £210. His involvement in the tiedhouse trade remained modest, as he acquired only three further properties; the
Queen’s Own in Woodstock in 1872, and in 1878 the Crown & Tuns in Deddington
and the Elephant and Castle in Bloxham.12
After John Harris’s death in 1887, the management of the business was
placed in the hands of his executors as trustees. They ran the business for eight
years in which they oversaw the purchase of two licensed houses: The Gate Inn
(1888) and The Sun Inn (1891) for £905 and £800, respectively. The drawing up of
9

Mathias, page 19.
Conversation with Bill Clarke,1973.
11 A Comment about temperature on 23rd/24th July 1873 and using water to cool barrel store, Brewing
Books, HNBC Archive.
12 Deeds of the Hook Norton Brewery Co., examined in 1976.
10

5

www.hook-norton.org.uk/history

H o o k

N o r t o n

L o c a l

H i s t o r y

G r o u p

plans, agreeing contracts and obtaining quotations for building work carried out by
Alfred Groves of Milton under Wychwood, which saw alterations to the stables, new
offices and an extension to the maltings, were projects overseen by the founder’s
son, John Henry Harris, who acted as representative for the trustees.13
To fulfil his father’s wish that his son should have first option to purchase the
business, it became necessary for his mother’s position as the beneficial owner of
the business be re-negotiated. Following a legal settlement in 1895, John Henry and
his sisters agreed to pay her an annual annuity. The management of the business
then passed to John Henry Harris, his sisters and Alban Clarke.14 When in 1900
moves were made to establish the Hook Norton Brewery, it was this group who were
cited as vendors in the sale of J Harris & Co to the newly created company.15 The
Hook Norton Brewery Company came into being during the summer of 1900 with
three directors, William Toy, a solicitor from Chipping Norton, John Henry Harris and
Alban Clarke, the joint managing directors. George Groves was appointed Company
Secretary on a salary of £120 a year.

During the final years of the nineteenth century the brewery was particularly
busy and it was on occasions necessary to brew at night as well as in the day. John
Harris’s brewery was stretched to capacity. A new larger brewery was needed.
Following his uncle’s example, Alban Clarke engaged the leading London architect,
William Bradford. During April 1898 Bradford visited Hook Norton to finalise the
plans and discuss seeking tenders for the work. The contract for building the new
brewery went to William Bloxham of Banbury. A separate contract for brewing
equipment was placed with Messrs Buxton Thornley of Burton on Trent. Building
work began on the 27th July 1898 with the digging out of the foundations for the
Copper House. Brewing continued throughout the building and averaged 28 brews a
month. By early 1900 the building work had been completed and the first brew using
the new equipment went through successfully on 6th June 1900.16

13

The Will of John Harris.
Summary of Proceedings ‘in the matter of the Estate of John Harris deceased,’ HNBC Archive.
15 Harris & Co. was valued at £76,000.
16 Brewing Book, 1900, HNBC Archive.
14
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The Hook Norton Brewery, c.1902
Photo: HNBC

The new brewery was a larger version of the old one, working on a semi-gravitational
principle and equipped with a Buxton Thornley Steam engine to power the brewery
equipment. It had two mash tuns, one of eight quarters and the other of twenty,
which provided greater mashing capacity and reduced the number of brewings
necessary to achieve a larger output.

Traditionally beer was delivered by horse and dray, but the decision to invest
in a steam wagon was made as much for the welfare of the horses engaged in long
journeys as it was for possible savings. In May 1904 the brewery took delivery of a
modified Mann’s Patent Steam Wagon, costing £530. The ‘Motor Dray’ went into
service on the 20th May 1904, working the route to Witney. During its years in service

7
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The Mann’s Patent Steam Wagon
Photo: HNBC

the steam wagon completed more than 900 trips, only being withdrawn from service
after a series of breakdowns during 1909. The company’s precarious financial
situation precluded any repairs or the purchase of a replacement. Eventually the
“Steam Wagon” account, along with several others, were written off as depreciation
and the Directors resolved that all other future journeys be made by horse and
dray.17
The new company’s fortunes, like those of the industry as a whole, were
severely tested during the first fifteen years of the twentieth century. Initially beer
sales continued to rise, but after 1904 a steady decline set in and by the end of
1912, the company’s gross profit had fallen by 36%. The company’s financial state
was not healthy and, with its future uncertain, Percy Flick, a Banbury property agent
specialising in public-house valuations, was engaged to “assist with the management
of the company”, later becoming Managing Director. His first decision was to insist
that “all purchases should pass through his hands”. The financial situation soon

17

8

Minutes of Directors’ Meetings, 1904-1911, HNBC Archive.
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Advertising poster dating from 1904
HNBC Archives

began to improve, although the increase in demand experienced nationally did not
materialise in Hook Norton. 18

Restrictions imposed on the brewing industry during the First War directly
affected Hook Norton and malting became a casualty. Thereafter supplies of malt
came by rail from Robson’s in Pontefract. To reduce the quantities of raw materials
used in brewing, the specific gravity of beer was successively reduced. By 1918 the
Hook Norton brewery only used 474 quarters of malt, less than half that used four
years earlier. A ban on canvassing for trade was a more serious casualty of the war
as far as Hook Norton was concerned. The loss of their extensive private trade left a
surplus brewing capacity and new outlets were urgently needed. In 1917 Percy Flick
made an unsuccessful trip to Birmingham looking for new custom. Salvation came in
the form of Working Men’s Clubs in Coventry. Under the “Intoxicating Liquor (Output

18

9

Minutes of Directors’ Meetings, 1912, HNBC Archive.
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& Delivery) Orders” the company were able to supply beer to the Coventry clubs
during the final years of the war. After the war the Coventry clubs became important
customers, an association which lasted until the beginning of the present century.
Alban Clarke’s death in a cycling accident in May 1917 was a great loss to the
company. Not only was his expertise in the brew house missed, but he was the
driving force behind the new brewery and the incorporation of the company. He was
also an active member of the local community, enjoying both cricket and rural sports.
Finding a suitable replacement was difficult. J.W. Alcock was appointed on a
temporary basis, but ultimately the position was filled by Frank Beale, one of the
brewery workers who acted as brewer until his retirement in 1932.

Hopes that trade would return to pre-war levels were not fulfilled and, with
malt prices continuing to rise and the brewery’s financial position still fragile, the
future looked grim. Percy Flick advised Mrs Clarke that there was no future in the
business for her sixteen year old son Bill. Instead he went off to Gloucestershire,
where he spent the next eight years farming.

There were changes in the Boardroom during the inter-war years. The
company chairman, William Toy, died after a period of ill health in May 1924 and the
role of chairman passed to John Henry Harris. There was a further change during
the summer of 1928 when long-serving company secretary, George Groves, died.
To save the cost of a further salary, Percy Flick combined his existing duties with
those of company secretary. John Henry Harris died in December 1934 and was
succeeded by his sister Frances Elizabeth. Ill health forced her to relinquish the
position and Percy Flick took on the role of chairman in addition to his other
responsibilities in December 1939.19

Amid these Board changes Bill Clarke was recalled from Gloucestershire to
join the business. Initially, he was employed as an assistant in the brewery, earning
£100 a year, having a variety of roles that gave him experience of the business working in the offices and the bottling department before acting as assistant to Frank

19

Minutes of Directors’ Meetings, 1939, HNBC Archive.
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Beale in the brew house. In early in 1930, with Beale absent through ill health, Bill
Clarke completed his first “solo” brew. After the death of his uncle, John Henry, Bill
was elected to the Board.

A period of increased output and profits preceded the declaration of war in
1939, which brought new restrictions on the use of raw materials; flaked barley and
oats were used in the mash tun and sugar was in short supply, but this did not inhibit
production. The number of annual brewings increased from 97 in 1939 to 152 by
1945 and the brewery “sold everything they could turn out”. In the hot summer of
1941 the brewery brewed 3,543 bulk barrels, but output could not keep up with
demand. 20 By Christmas the brewery had completely sold out of draught and
bottled beers. 21

Just as after the First War, peace did not bring a return to normal brewing
conditions. A world-wide food shortage led to restrictions on the supply of barley and
breweries were restricted to producing 85% of their 1945 standard barrelage. 22 The
average specific gravity was lowered to 1030° and in 1948 a 25% cut was imposed
in sugar consumption, followed by a further reduction in output which had the effect
of producing shortages.

The difficult times through which the company had struggled had not yielded
huge dividends and the future looked far from secure. In 1951 Bill Clarke’s two
sisters urged him to sell the business. Bill was more optimistic and reluctant to sell,
but this placed him in the unenviable position of having to look elsewhere for
financial investment. This came in the form of a private investment from the Gilchrist
family of brewers, which owned the independent Burtonwood Brewery in Warrington.
From the beginning the Gilchrists were actively involved in re-invigorating the
company. Freed from government restrictions the old malt house was converted into
a bottling and bottle washing plant for a new bottled bitter, “Jackpot”, and during the
summer Bill Clarke resumed brewing “Best Bitter”. The following year further
20

Bulk barrels: any 36 gallon of barrel that is not at the standard gravity of 1055° used for calculating
beer duty.
21 Brewing Books, 1939-1945, HNBC Archive; conversation with Bill Clarke, 1975
22 Standard Barrels: a hypothetical 36 gallon barrel with an original gravity of 1055° used for
calculating excise duty.
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equipment was added to the bottling plant, including a pasteurising and sterilising
filter and a powered crown cork machine which did away with the need to use screwcap bottles.
The emergence of CAMRA23 in 1971 and the growing interest in Real Ale
produced a spin-off for the business: the brewery tour. Initially these were occasional

The Pasteurising Unit – Bottling Plant, c.1973.
Photo: Jack Haney

events, but with the growing influence of CAMRA the brewery was inundated with
requests for tours. In response ‘Open Weekends’ were organised in both 1974 and
1975. From these early beginnings, guided brewery tours have now become an
important part of the business and can be booked in advance at the Visitor’s Centre.
The brewery’s heritage work has now become an integral part of the business.24

23
24

CAMRA: the Campaign for Real Ale.
www.hooky.co.uk/visit-us/visitor-centre-and-tours.ashx
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As a result of the successful lottery heritage grant towards the cost of
renovating the redundant brewhouse chimney, the brewery is looking at a number of
in initiatives to develop the heritage of the site, so that visitors can more easily
access the history of the brewery. As part of this programme the Buxton Thornley

The Horse Drawn Dray outside the Pear Tree
(Photo: Rob Woolley)

steam engine, which powered the brewery for more than a hundred years, is now
‘retired’. Visitors to the brewery on the first Saturday of the month, and bank holiday
Mondays, can see it in operation running for an hour at midday. In addition to their
appearance on “steam engine days”, the horses and dray can be seen in the village,
weather permitting, during the late morning on Wednesdays, Thursdays and Fridays.
At other times they can be found in the stables, or about the brewery yard.

The Hook Norton brewery has been incorporated for more than a hundred
years and for over half that period the management of the company has been the

13
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successful partnership between the Clarke and Gilchrist families. Three generations
of the Clarke family – Bill, his son David, and now grandson James – have overseen
brewing in Hook Norton since 1951. While conscious of its history and traditions,
changes have been necessary and some new equipment has been installed to cope
with the continuing demand for Hooky beer. A new copper and mashtun have been
installed, the old cooler has been replaced by a heat exchanger and the flat cooler at
the top of the brewery was decommissioned several years ago.25 The most recent
development – the installation of a five-barrel brewing plant during the summer of
2014 – will provide a new range of niche beers, available only at the Visitor Centre,
complementing the brewery’s full range of ‘session’ beers.26
For more than 160 years the brewery has upheld the ages-old tradition of
English brewing. Long may it continue.

© Rob Woolley
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Now in the Brewery Museum.
www.hooky.co.uk/our-beers/brewing-process
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