
40 Years of Real Ale in Burton-on-Trent & South Derbyshire 
(This article was first published in the programme of the 36th Burton Beer & Cider Festival ) 

 
CAMRA was founded in 1971 and grew steadily during the 1970s.  The Burton-on-Trent & South 
Derbyshire Branch was formed in March 1975 and has witnessed many changes to local pubs 
and breweries over the subsequent 40 years. 
 
While some parts of the country were described as ‘real ale deserts’ in the 1970s, the availability 
of real ale has never been an issue in Burton and South Derbyshire.  Indeed, the earliest existing 
Branch records (1983) show that over 90% of our pubs offered cask-conditioned beer, and this 
proportion has been maintained ever since.  What was an issue was choice!  Throughout the 
1980s (and presumably for some time earlier), around 40% of our pubs were operated by Bass, 
with Marston’s and Ind Coope (Allied Breweries) owning in the region of 35% and 20% 
respectively.  There were also 6 Courage pubs (all former Trumans pubs, whose Burton brewery 
closed in 1971) and a handful of others, but most of these had only keg beers.  This situation 
started to change with the so-called Beer Orders legislation in 1989, the implementation of which 
during the 1990s led to pub exchanges between breweries, some pub sell-offs, and the rise of the 
large pub companies, such as Enterprise Inns and Punch Taverns.  While this has had its 
downsides (outside the scope of this article), the range of beers available in the area has 
progressively increased, and long may this trend continue. 
 
Pub closures and demolitions are nothing new.  Local historians have published books 
mentioning numerous pubs lost during the 20th-century, or even earlier.  Who remembers, for 
example, the Golden Eagle, Burton, or the Nags Head Inn, Swadlincote, both demolished in the 
1960s to make way for commercial developments.  So how many have we lost in the last 40 
years?  The calculation is complicated by the lack of accurate records prior to 1983, plus the 
expansion of our Branch area in Staffordshire in 2002 following a CAMRA West Midlands review 
of branch boundaries.  My best estimate is that our current area boasted around 225 pubs in 
1975, of which about 75 have disappeared, some of these were demolished and some converted 
to alternative uses.   
 
A few long-term closures could conceivably be re-opened, such as the classic Thomas Sykes, 
which was ‘created’ in 1991 in the former stables and wagon shed of the Heritage Brewery (see 
later).  The pub initially survived the demise of the Heritage Brewery and the purchase of the site 
by developers, but it was closed in 2005 when the developers decided they could no longer 
ensure safe public access amid the building work.  Construction work ceased a few years ago 
and the pub building still stands.  Could some enterprising entrepreneur revive it? 
 
However, all has not been doom ‘n’ gloom: there have been nearly 20 new pubs, a few new build 
(eg. the Jubilee, Winshill, and the Waterfront, Barton-under-Needwood), but mainly conversions 
from commercial or industrial premises (eg. the Lord Burton, Burton, and the Tall Chimney, 
Swadlincote).  These also include, very recently, our first so-called micropubs: the Cask & Pottle, 
Tutbury (October 2013), and the Borough Arms, Burton (April 2014).  There have also been a 
handful of pubs which have opened and closed during this period: who remembers the short-lived 
King Henry VIII and the Tavern, both Burton, in the 1990s?  While social commentators attribute 
the slow decline in pub-going to lifestyle changes, and there remain threats from property 
developers, it is important for beer lovers to remember that pubs are valuable community 
assets.  Use them or lose them!            
 
Turning to local breweries, there have been numerous publications cataloguing the history of 
brewing in Burton-on-Trent and South Derbyshire, with its succession of takeovers, mergers, 
closures, etc, over more than 100 years.  The last brewery in South Derbyshire, Brunt & Bucknall 
(Woodville), had closed in 1927, and by 1975 Burton was left with only four brewing companies: 
Bass (part of Bass Charrington), Everards, Ind Coope (part of Allied Breweries), and Marston’s.  
So what has happened to these? 
 



Some changes to Bass’s Burton breweries had taken place in the 1960s, but a new brewery was 
built in 1979 and this led to the closure of what was then known as the Bass No.2 brewery in 
1982.  This closure, and the brewery’s subsequent demolition in 1984/85, saw the end of the 
famous Bass union room.  One union set was preserved at the Bass Museum (now the National 
Brewery Centre), but only Marston’s now employ working union sets.  Bass sold its brewing 
division to Belgian company Interbrew in 2000, but since the latter then owned about a third of 
the UK’s brewing capacity, the Government insisted that they sold some of their breweries.  Bass 
was consequently sold in 2002 to the US company Coors, later to merge with Canada-based 
Molson to form Molson Coors.  Interbrew, however, held on to the Draught Bass brand, and 
although Coors were initially awarded a contract to produce Draught Bass, the beer has been 
brewed by Marston’s (also under contract) since 2005.  The brewing of real ale was quickly 
phased out and the large Molson Coors brewery in Burton now manufactures keg lagers. 
 
Everards was, and still is, a Leicester-based company.  Needing to expand, Everards had leased 
(1898) and then bought (1901) the Trent Brewery in Burton, renaming it the Tiger Brewery.  This 
was still in operation in 1975 and remained so until 1982 when Everards moved to new premises 
near Leicester.  The brewery operated as the Heritage Brewery from 1985 to 1992, but was then 
progressively abandoned.  While some parts of the old brewery are still standing, the site has 
since been subject to residential redevelopment.   
 
In 1975, the Ind Coope (Allied Breweries) site also included the former Allsopp’s New Brewery.  
Allied Breweries merged with Carlsberg to form Carlsberg-Tetley in 1991, who sold the breweries 
to Bass in 1998.  The demise of Bass has already been described, and the Allsopp’s New 
Brewery was sold off for commercial redevelopment.  An unfortunate side-effect of all this 
chicanery has been the loss of Ind Coope Draught Burton Ale; launched in 1976 as a flagship 
beer, but brewed by Tetley (Leeds) from 1998, then under contract by J W Lees (from 2010), with 
production ceasing in 2014.  (At the time of writing, the Burton Bridge Brewery is aiming to brew 
its version of this famous beer, which may be available at this Festival.)  
 
Amid all the changes to the major local breweries outlined above, Marston’s has been a beacon 
of stability over the last 40 years!  Although the company was bought by Wolverhampton & 
Dudley Breweries in 1999, there has been some expansion but no major upheavals.  Opting for 
the better known and snappier name, Wolverhampton & Dudley Breweries was renamed 
Marston’s in 2007. 
 
The last four decades have also seen the rise of the microbrewery, both nationally and locally, for 
which we can all give thanks!  The first microbrewery in Burton was the Burton Bridge Brewery, 
founded in 1982 at the old Fox & Goose pub near the Trent Bridge.  This was followed by a 
couple of short-lived micros: Mundane Ales (1992-94) and the Bevvied Bull Brewery (1997-99).  
Later, more successful enterprises have included: the Burton Old Cottage Brewery (2000), 
initially in part of the former Heritage Brewery, but moved shortly afterwards to premises off 
Hawkins Lane; the Tower Brewery (2001) in the old water tower of the former Salt’s Brewery 
Walsitch Maltings; the Black Hole Brewery (2007) in the former Ind Coope bottling stores; and on 
an even smaller scale, Gates Burton (2011) at Shobnall.   
 
Also in Burton town, the old moth-balled M & B experimental brewery (built in 1920), which 
formed part of the Bass Museum when it was established in 1977, was revived in 1994 to 
recreate ‘lost’ beers, such as Joule’s Bitter, Offiler’s Bitter, Bass P2 Imperial Stout and Bass No.1 
Barley Wine.  It became known as the Museum Brewing Company in 1996, and the plant was 
renamed the White Shield Brewery at around the same time as the Bass Museum was renamed 
the Coors Visitor Centre (2003) following Coors takeover of Bass.  The Coors Visitor Centre was 
later closed in 2008, but such was the furore at this short-sighted act of cultural vandalism that 
the site was re-opened in 2010 as the National Brewery Centre.  A new microbrewery, Molson 
Coors William Worthington’s Brewery, essentially replaced the White Shield Brewery in 2010/11. 
 



Outside Burton but still within the Branch area, a number of other microbreweries have started 
up.  In East Staffordshire, these include the Blythe Brewery, Hamstall Ridware (2003), the Quartz 
Brewery, Kings Bromley (2005), and the Brothers Brewery, Abbots Bromley (2005).  The last-
named became the Freedom Brewery after taking over the London-based Freedom Brewing 
Company, but unfortunately it does not offer cask-conditioned beer.  Over the River Trent in 
South Derbyshire, we can add the Tollgate Brewery, founded in Woodville in 2005 but relocated 
to the National Trust’s Calke Estate in 2012, and the Leatherbritches / Tap House Brewery, 
Smisby.  The latter has a slightly complicated history: the Tap House Brewery was founded in 
2010, but to all intents and purposes merged with the longer established (1993) and larger 
Leatherbritches Brewery which was forced to relocate from Ashbourne in 2011.   
 
CAMRA nationally has been formally committed to campaigning for real cider and perry since 
1988.  While these drinks have not been at the forefront of the local scene, real cider and perry 
have featured at the Burton Beer Festival for as long as I can remember, and are now available 
at a small but increasing number of local pubs.  There are also a couple of local producers: 
Woody’s at Branston (founded in 2008) and, just outside the Branch area, Scropton Cider 
(founded 2004). 
 
And what has the Burton-on-Trent & South Derbyshire Branch of CAMRA been up to in the last 
40 years?  We have continued to hold monthly meetings at various locations within the area.  We 
have enjoyed a range of social activities, such as pub crawls, brewery visits, ‘bike ‘n’ beer’ cycle 
rides, CAMRAmbles, and games evenings.  We have successfully organised 36 Burton Beer 
Festivals, 30 in September (1980 - 2009), 6 in March (2010 - present), plus 14 smaller scale 
Winter/Spring Beer Festivals (1996 - 2009, including hosting the National Winter Ales Festival in 
2003 and 2004), and a one-off SwadFest (1984).  We have published two Burton Pub Guides 
(1985 & 1994), an occasional newsletter, contributed to Derbyshire Ale (1982 & 1990) and to the 
national annual Good Beer Guide, and for a period (1979 - 1982) featured a Pub-of-the-Month in 
the now defunct Burton Trader newspaper.  The Branch has also taken part in the annual Pub-of-
the-Year and Champion Beer of Britain competitions.  More recently, considerable effort has 
gone into a programme of local pub surveying, the fruits of which can now be seen on WhatPub 
(www.whatpub.com), the national CAMRA pub website.  Since the 1970s, there has been a 10-

fold increase in Branch membership to the current ~560, but despite this, the number of active 

members has, unfortunately, remained roughly constant.    
 
Turning to the future, there are grounds for cautious optimism.  I suspect local pub closures will 
continue but at a slower rate, resulting in a core of around 130 well-run and popular venues, not 
necessarily food-led, within our Branch area.  If prospective free-of-tie legislation and the closure 
of certain planning loopholes lead to more free-houses, where the licensee has a greater stake in 
a pub’s success, so much the better.  As regards the local breweries, I can now envisage a 
period of relative stability.  The Burton-on-Trent & South Derbyshire Branch of CAMRA certainly 
needs more of its membership to become active but will, nevertheless, do its best to continue 
supporting our pubs and breweries, and organise the annual Burton Beer & Cider Festival.  
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