
Section 3 

Darby’s Brewery Limited 



In 1864 a Charles Darby was beer retailer at the 
Dog and Duck, Braybrook Street, West  
Bromwich, and the Dudley Herald in 1870  
recorded that:  
 
‘Charles Darby beerhouse keeper Braybrook 
Street was fined 20s and costs for serving  
intoxicating liquor during prohibited hours…’  
 
So the Darby’s association with brewing started 
way back. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Various licensees had the Dog and Duck over the 
years and a WBA footballer, James Stanton, was 
one such owner.  He could no longer play football 
through injury and was given a benefit match, the 
proceeds of which went towards buying the Dog 
and Duck, which later had its own brewery.  
James Stanton sold to Darby’s Brewery, so it 
came full circle. 
 
Charles had sent his son George to be educated 
at the famous Joseph Jacques School, Black 
Lake, where the boys, known as the “Lord’s 
Scholars” were maintained by William 4

th
 Earl of 

Dartmouth, who provided their uniforms and 
books.  The 4

th
 Earl was the last to live at  

Sandwell Hall. 

 
4th Earl on the left 

The Earls of  
Dartmouth played 
an active role in 
the life of West 
Bromwich and 
were known for 
their philanthropy. 

After leaving school George worked at  
Chances’ Glass for 20 years, alongside 
workers brought over from France who 
were skilled in producing sheet-glass, 
which had been invented in France. 
 
Four French families arrived at first, who 
were followed by many other families.  
They mostly lived in Spon Lane and 
Scotch Row (known locally as French-
men’s Row), which adjoined the glass-
works, in cottages purchased by Chances 
for this purpose.  They lived with their 
families rent free and were provided with 
free coal and a monthly property tax  
bonus.  However, they complained about 
their surroundings, which appears to have 
been justified, because those living in 
Scotch Row were constantly ill, until 
Chances had drains and paving installed 
in 1840.  Even when workers’ cottages in 
Spon Lane were inspected by Chances’ 
doctor ten years later, they were  
described as particularly unsanitary, being 
small, overcrowded and badly ventilated. 
 
The French were paid more than the  
English glassblowers, firstly to induce 
them to England, but also for their  
specialist knowledge, which they wouldn’t 
readily impart to the English to conserve 
their earnings.  They took advantage of 
their privileged position by coming to work 
late and leaving early. 
 
Chances became manufacturers of the 
best quality sheet glass anywhere in the 
world.  It was used in glazing the Crystal 
Palace, home of  Britain’s Great Exhibi-
tion in 1851. They were very famous all 
over the world for the glass produced for 
lighthouses. 
 
How did George get on with the French? 
He must have been involved in producing 
the glass for the Great Exhibition as he 
would have been working at Chances at 
that  time.  



George’s first venture was at The George Inn, Spon Lane, which was 
separated from the glass works by the canal and an Inn managed for a 
few years by William Perry, the ‘Tipton Slasher’, pictured right. 

It has been said that there were always brawls at William Perry’s  
establishment, and they were usually started by the ‘Tipton Slasher’ 
himself. 

George seems to have had some sporting activity at The George.  
The article below appeared in a national newspaper in the ‘Events’ 
column.  Young Boucher, of West Bromwich, is challenging  
W Cooper of Shaver’s End and ‘Darby’, of Oldbury, to a race, and 
George appears to be taking bets at The George on the outcome.  

 

 
 

George married Elizabeth Bowen in 1860, 
whose family eventually owned Bowen’s  
Brewery Limited in Greets Green.  At the 
time of the marriage George was described 
as a glass maker and grinder of glass living 
in Albert Street which would be within walk-
ing distance from Chances.  They had six 
children. See Marriage Certificate below: 

Many of the French workers, who worked 
alongside George, were becoming publicans in 
the local area.  Although George’s father was a 
‘caster’ when George got married, we know he 
was a publican in 1864 at the Dog & Duck.    

After working 20 years at Chances, George  
decided to try his hand at being a publican. 



The 1871 census shows George and his family  
living at The Bush Inn on the corner of Wood Lane 
and Claypit Lane, which he later purchased.  
Greets Green and Wood Lane were a scene of 
great activity, with four large ironworks, coal mines 
and brickworks.  The Bush lay at the centre of this 
Industrial landscape.   
 
During George’s management it became one of the 
best Inns in the town and was frequented by the  
local Ironmasters from the nearby works for dinner, 
and also Doctors visiting patients in the area. 

George was a well known personality in the public 
life of West Bromwich, and a popular host. He was 
a member of the Town Council and also took a 
leading part in licensed trade matters.  He was one 
of the founders of the Licensed Trade Protection 
Society.   

 After George retired he went to live at 
‘Beaconsfield House’ in Dartmouth Street, and 
died age 76 in 1910.  His funeral took place at 
Christ Church and was attended by the town’s  
dignitaries.  See his Obituary  which appeared in 
the Free Press 14/1/1910. 



 

 

The photograph above is of Charles Darby, George’s son, who purchased The Bush Inn from his  
father with the help of property left to his wife Ada by her Uncle, Joseph Parker, and continued  
brewing.  

In 1900 Charles purchased Dunkirk Hall, Greets Green, from the estate of the late Alderman Reuban 
Farley. When Charles purchased the building part of it was a private residence, and Charles ran the 
rest of the Hall as the Dunkirk Inn. 



At this point it is worth telling Ada’s story, because it would appear that she was instrumental in the 
growth of Darby’s Brewery. 

When her parents died she went to live with her Uncle Joseph Parker and his wife, Emma.   Joseph 
had started out in life as an ostler and brewer for Henry Mitchell when he was brewing at The Crown 
Inn, Oldbury Road, Smethwick. On the 1861 Census (see below) he is age 21 and living at The Crown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He must have decided to try his hand at being a licensee and moved  to the Railway Inn, which was  
almost opposite The Crown. In the 1891 Census Joseph is living at the Birmingham House Inn on the 
corner of High Street and New Street in West Bromwich.  This Inn is owned by Henry Mitchell so there 
is still that close association.  The Census below shows Joseph, his wife Emma and his niece Ada  
Edwards who is age 20.  The Birmingham House Inn was demolished to make way for the Sandwell  
Hotel which was built on the site and still stands today. 

We next see Joseph, and his second wife, Sarah Ann, living at The Bull’s Head, Tame Bridge, 
Wednesbury, in 1893, and sadly he dies that year age 52.  His wife continues to live there until 
1896.   

Ada marries Charles Darby in 1893 and they live at The Bush Inn.  With the substantial legacy left to 
Ada by Joseph (See snippet from Probate and Joseph’s Will below) Charles is able to buy The Bush 
from his father.   

This legacy, given to Ada, was used to great effect by her husband, Charles, and helped Darby’s 
become the most successful brewers in West Bromwich. 



Dunkirk Hall, before it was purchased by Charles, 
had a chequered history.  It was one of the oldest 
Halls in West Bromwich, dating back to Tudor times.  
Through marriage it came into the ownership of the 
Rider family, who replaced part of the Tudor building 
with a stone building and made other improvements. 
However, the Rider family lost their fortune and sold 
the property.  It had several owners before it came 
into the ownership of Reuban Farley. The name 
Dunkirk may have come from the French port. When 
it was captured by Cromwell from the Spanish in 
1658 and sold back to the French by Charles II it  
attracted a lot of public attention.  

.   

. 

In 1902 Charles began to build a brewery  
behind the Inn, which he called Dunkirk 
Brewery.  Part of the Brewery can be seen in 
the photograph below. 

Charles and his growing family moved out of 
The Bush in 1902 and a manager was  
installed.  He moved to Roebuck Lane, West 
Bromwich, and later to Handsworth Wood. 

Big changes have been made on the ground floor, 
with bay windows and two new entrances added, 
but the upper floors appear to have remained  
untouched. 

Charles Darby’s Brewery grew quickly be-
hind the Dunkirk Inn and was called Dunkirk  
Brewery.  



The OS Map on 
the left gives 
some idea of the 
size of the  
brewery  

The OS Map above and the aerial photograph below give an idea of the Brewery’s size.  Greets Green 

School is the large building bottom right of the photograph. 



 

Charles was a pioneer in employing managers and 
not tenants.  He bought his second pub, The  
Shakespeare Inn, by mortgaging The Bush, and  
continued buying the odd pub here and there.  He 
was soon able to buy more pubs out of the profit he 
was making on all the pubs he had already bought. 

On 1st January 1915 Charles’ son George 
started at the brewery. He had to be there at 
4am and he cycled through a snow storm to 
get there on his first day.  Son Charles joined 
in August 1917. He started at 5am and had 
no problems with inclement weather.   
 
George was called up to serve in the Great 
War, together with most of the workforce, and 
Charles was taught how to do all the jobs  
associated with brewing by the foreman.  
Women took over many of the jobs at the 
brewery during the war. 

Local artist Chris Holloway painted this image of 
Dunkirk Brewery. He painted it from a faded old 
photograph and his memories of going to Greets 
Green School opposite the Brewery.  The most  
vivid memory for the pupils was the strong smell of 
the beer brewing.  The shop in the painting later 
became a bottling plant. 

 

At this time Darby’s had about 30 pubs and  
continued to expand.  George looked after the 
brewing side and Charles looked after the book-
keeping and stock control in the managed  
houses. Early in the 1920s a new system was 
devised for stock control, with the managers 
taking their own stock and sending the details of 
the week’s trading to the Brewery each week.  

The Shakespeare Inn, Toll End, Tipton 

At the end of the war George returned 
to the brewery and Charles spent a year 
at Clement Keys & Son, the family’s  
accountants, for financial training, which 
he described as an awful experience. 



Charles was an innovative boss who trusted his  
managers.  They were paid 10% of the weekly  
takings and had to bank the rest themselves.  The  
managers paid their staff, who were mainly family 
members, so their income was very good. 

As mentioned previously the managers were also 
trusted to do their own stock-taking. Only once did 
they find one of their managers being dishonest 
when he filled one of the  barrels with water and was 
counting it as a barrel of beer. 

For over a 100 pubs they only had two over  
managers that visited the pubs, which was another 
economy.   

Darby’s use to buy Sherry and Port in casks and  
bottle it themselves.  Other businesses did the 
same, but each had its own label, and although the 
contents were usually from the same supplier, some 
labels were more popular than others. 

The schoolboy would help his Uncle George in 
the bottling plant filling the bottles and labelling 
them.  The doors of the Brewery were always 
open and passers-by could see the bottling 
plant in action. 

Val Morris has memories of her mother work-
ing in the bottling plant and being able to watch 
her at work from the street.  She say’s she 
used to be transfixed watching the bottles  
going round. 

Darby’s only sold their own beers, with the  
exception of Guinness, which they put in their 
own bottles but branded it as Guinness.   

In the 1930s  Charles decided to rebuild some 
of Darby’s most popular pubs and employed a 
Walsall architect with a passion for art deco 
designs and green tiled roofs, which were  
popular at the time. One of the rebuilds was 
The Bush, where George Darby started brew-
ing, which was given a green roof.   

Charles’ son George, who was in charge of the 
brewing side of the business, used to visit the 
pubs to sample the quality of the beer. He did 
this in his horse and trap, and after a day of 
sampling the beer in all the pubs he’d visited, 
the horse would find its own way back to the 
brewery with George asleep in the trap. 

In 1942 the tax on beer was doubled, and 
Charles considered giving up brewing, but  
decided to carry on in the end.   

He always held his retail prices at a 1d less 
than Mitchells & Butlers. 

 

 

In 1927 they changed their name to Darby’s Brewery  
Limited, with Charles Snr. as Chairman, George and 
Charles as Directors, and Charles also being  
Secretary. 
 
They carried on purchasing breweries and their pubs 
and by the out-break of the Second World War had 
around 100 pubs, 90% of which were managed,  
leaving 10% tenanted.  They also had stand alone  
off-licenses selling their beer.  

The only employee who was lost in WW2 
was Sidney J Weston. George made a 
promise to Sidney’s mother that he would 
perpetuate his memory with a pub sign. 
More on this later. 

Cigarettes were also bought in bulk and had to be 
sorted into separate boxes for each pub.  Selling 
their own tobacco was quite unique to Darby’s. 

Charles introduced lounge bars into his pubs and  
ladies’ toilets were provided next to the lounge. This 
meant ladies felt more welcome and would start to 
accompany their husbands to the pub. 

Darby’s never bought High Street pubs; their pubs 
were in residential areas populated by working men 
and their families. 

They were considerate to their dray horses and  
didn’t buy pubs in Old Hill, which they called ‘Kill 
Horse Hill’. 

A local resident of Greets Greet, John Howe, says 
the Brewery had a huge impact on the area as most 
of the workforce were local.  John’s wonderful  
memories are shared later in the book .    

There was a canteen where the workforce 
were provided with lunch by the Brewery.  
Charles (grandson of Charles the Chairman) 
remembers being taken by his father,  
another Charles, to the Brewery in the school 
holidays and having his lunch with the  
workers.  Charles and his father would go 
into  the Copper Room during the mashing 
process and his father would skim the wort 
(sugar) off the surface for a sweet treat. 

As Darby’s progressed through the 1920s it was  
obvious they needed to become a private limited  
company.  The opportunity arose when they bought 
the shares of another brewery, Sponwell, from Arnold 
& Bates Limited. Arnold had owned Dartmouth Park 
Brewery before merging with Sponwell.  This gave 
Darby’s another 17 pubs.  At the time the average  
barrels sold per pub in these 17 pubs was about two, 
but within a year of buying them they were averaging 
seven to ten barrels a week. 

The brewery workforce and the pub  
managers were well looked after by Darby’s.  



Darby’s held an Annual Dinner to thank their employees for their contribution to the business. One of 
these events was reported in a Brewing publication  See below………... 



From the left Charles Darby, George Darby, Robert H Butler, Grandson of William Butler, of 

Mitchells & Butlers, who was the new Chairman of Darby’s Brewery, and Joe Worrall, one of 
the over managers.  The lady bottom right is Mrs Charles Darby. 



The Millfields, the venue for the dinner was managed by Edwin Cole and his wife Rachael, who were 
mentioned in the report of the event as being ill and unable to attend.   

Chairman, Charles Darby, asked Edwin Cole, who was a good friend, to become the manager when 
this prestigious pub opened.  He managed the pub from 1938 until 1953 with his wife Rachael. The 
photograph below shows Edwin and Rachael, with their grandson, Arthur, in the centre, and the staff 
all looking very smart. Photograph courtesy of Arthur Cole. 

The Millfields, left, is an  
impressive building, with 
another  green roof.   

The Millfields had beautiful 
gardens with two or three sets 
of steps leading to flower beds 
and a well kept lawn, with cast 
iron benches.  Local Historian, 
Terry Price, BEM, remembers 
playing in the gardens.  It was 
the only pub his family visited  
because Edwin Cole was his 
uncle. 

The pub is still trading under 
new management. 



In 1949, Charles Darby, the former Chairman of Darby’s Brewery Limited, passed away at age 78.  

Charles was buried in All Saints Church Yard, West Bromwich, with his wife Ada, who had died in 

1936  and son Henry Edwards, known as Peter, who had died in 1945. 



Although his sons, George and Charles, had been running the business for sometime, their father  
hadn’t  signed the business over to them, which meant that a huge sum had to be paid out in Death 
Duties. 

After much soul searching there seemed to be no way out of this difficult situation and the brothers had 
no choice but to sell the Brewery, together with all their pubs.  Mitchells & Butlers were the buyers, and 
they already had a connection with Darby’s as R H Butler, from M&B, was  their Chairman.  

Henry Mitchell's connection to the Darby family started much earlier, before he joined with William 
Butler, when Ada Edwards married Charles Darby in 1893, which is noted earlier in this section, and  
is  confirmed with the story of the horse’s hoof snuff box. 

Presented 
to 

Joseph Parker 
by J E Mitchell 
in memory of 
Old Charlie 

Portrait of Sir John E. Mitchell,  
Chairman of Mitchells & Butlers 
Brewery, painted in 1929.  

This horse’s hoof snuff box belonged to Joseph 
Parker.  

Joseph worked for Henry Mitchell who took over the 
running of the Crown Inn in Smethwick from his  
father in 1861.  

Using the profits from the Inn, he built the Crown 
Brewery in 1866 and young Joseph, with just a few 
public houses taking Henry’s beer, used to do the  
deliveries in a wheel-barrow.  When the Brewery 
became more successful Joseph delivered the beer 
with a horse and cart. 

A horse called ‘Old Charlie’ was the favourite of  
Henry Mitchell and Joseph Parker.  When ‘Old  
Charlie’ died his back hoofs were turned into snuff 
boxes. One for Henry Mitchell and one for  
Joseph Parker 

Following the success of the Crown Brewery, Henry 
built Cape Hill Brewery in 1872.  

His son, Captain Henry Mitchell Junior (1862-1894), 
known as Harry Mitchell, was managing director of 
the brewery company until his death from typhoid. 
In 1897.  

Henry Mitchell purchased 14 acres of land, and in 
1899 presented this to form what was named in his 
son's memory "Harry's Park" (now known as "Harry 
Mitchell Park"). 

The snuff box was presented by John Mitchell, son 
of Henry, whose portrait below left was painted 
when he had been created a ‘Sir’ and was Chair-
man of Mitchells & Butlers. 

The close friendship between the Mitchell family 
and Joseph is confirmed, when we note that  
J E Mitchell was an executor of Joseph’s will. 

The snuff box is now in the home of Charles Darby, 
the grandson of Ada, the niece who was adopted 
by Joseph. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smethwick
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harry_Mitchell_(brewer)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhoid


In 1947 Charles Senior had purchased a Rolls Royce for Darby's Brewery Limited.  
He would have been 76 when he made this purchase.  Darby's were at their most 
successful at that time.  However, after Charles Senior's death and the sale of the 
Brewery, the sale of the Rolls Royce soon followed.  We can imagine heads turning 
to see a Rolls Royce on the streets of West Bromwich.



The full minutes of the meeting held to inform the workforce that Darby’s Brewery Limited had been 

sold to Mitchells & Butlers ……………………... 



 

.  





After all the optimism  that Dunkirk Brewery would continue brewing as before, M&B closed it down 
within a year and the only reference to Darby’s was a beer called DPA (Darby’s Pale Ale), which  
continued to be brewed at Cape Hill.   
However, the taste wasn’t quite the same and 
it lost it’s once loyal customers.  

M&B had purchased Highgate Brewery in 
1939, and kept that open because the  
people of Walsall would only drink Highgate’s 
Dark Mild, but it never travelled outside  
Walsall.  M&B eventually sold Highgate in 
1990. 

The advertisement right shows the sale of 
Darby’s Brewery’s plant and equipment. 

Darby’s Pubs were still trading well as can be 
seen in this extract from M&B’s AGM in  
December 1952. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Dunkirk Inn remained and continued to trade 
until  1977 when it closed and was  
demolished 

Many of Darby’s pub managers didn’t  
enjoy M&B’s management style and left 
their pubs.   

One such manager was Edwin Cole who 
had been in charge of the Millfields since 
it had opened and had been a good friend 
of the late Charles Darby.  



Darby’s Brewery lies empty and in 1961 this advertisement appears in the Birmingham Post. 



The Brewery was eventually demolished and flats and houses built on the land.  Two photographs 
of Dunkirk Inn  —one showing Greets Green School, which was demolished in 1971, and one show-
ing the newly built flats, which had a short life, as they were later demolished.  

The Dunkirk Inn is 

taking a delivery, so 

was still trading when 

this photograph was 

taken. 

The site of the Brewery in 2019 



 Like many pubs the Dunkirk Inn took part in raising funds for worthy causes.  This attractive  

certificate was presented to a gentleman named William in January 1930, but unfortunately his 

surname isn’t legible. 



Memories of John Imm, Imm Brothers, Sign Writers 

John Imm’s brother Thomas started an apprenticeship 
in Sign Writing with Harry Kendall in High Street, West 
Bromwich,  when he was 14. 

Thomas eventually left to work for various  
companies in Birmingham to get more experience 
and this was where he gained most of his 
knowledge. One of his employers was Simpson, 
who was a contractor for Darby’s, and, whilst 
working there, it was Thomas who painted the 
Darby’s Ale Sign on the wall in Lombard Street 
West. 

He started his own company in the 1930s, with  
brother Arthur. Younger brother John joined later. 
After a short time Arthur decided to leave the busi-
ness and become a painter and decorator, leaving 
Thomas and John to continue the business. 

They were responsible for painting many of the 
shop signs in West Bromwich High Street. 

Darby’s painter and decorator, Mr Perks,  
recommended Imm Brothers, to them, and they 
got a contract with them for the Brewery. 

Imm Brothers had their own style of  
sign-writing, in particular their Rs and Ss. 

Darby’s signs were made up of a stone  
coloured background, black block lettering, 
with a 3D effect in dark green. 

John remembers Mr George and  
Mr Charles as being very nice people, who 
were always  smartly dressed. 

An incident that John remembers well, and 
which must have happened between 1939 
and 1943, during the war, when a part-time 
worker turned the valve of the beer tank the 
wrong way and it opened up allowing the 
beer to flow out.  It went streaming down 
Greets Green Road.  The Customs & Excise 
Inspector, who had a base at the Brewery, 
was sent for because this would have had a 
bearing on how much Duty they would have 
to pay. 

When the licensees moved from one Darby’s 
pub to another, or when new licensees  
started, it was Imm Brothers job to paint the 
details of the new licensees above the doors 
of the pub. 

John has many happy memories of working 
for Darby’s and has still got some of the  
sample signage.  

John, who is now well into his 90s,  
pictured with the signs he has kept 
since Darby’s Brewery closed in 1952. 



I was born and lived in Greets Green until I  
married, and went to the school opposite the 
brewery. 

Dunkirk Brewery had a great impact on the life of 
‘The Green’, most of the workforce were local 
people.  During WW2 many of the men went to 
war and were replaced by local women.  A part of 
the brewery yard and office space was used as a 
National Fire Service (NFS) Fire Station. 

At certain stages of the brewing process, when we 
were in school, as the saying goes “you could cut 
the air with a knife”. No health and safety in those 
days! 

During the war Darby’s supplied the American  
Army with beer.  They were billeted at the 
Pheasey  Estate, Great Barr.  About once a week 
an army lorry with several GI’s would arrive to 
fetch the barrels.  When our lessons ended there 
would be a mad rush to get out and there were 
shouts of “got some gum chum”. The first half a 
dozen might be lucky to get a stick of gum.  
Sometimes the GIs were black and to some kids it 
was the first time they had seen a black person in 
the flesh. 

My wife’s family were all involved in the brewery 
trade.  Her grandfather, Richard Thomas  
Thursfield was licensee of the Friar Park Inn (The 
Cabin) for most of the 20s and 30s.  Later moving 
to the Hop Pole, Holloway Bank, Hill Top.  His 
sons, Richard James, (my wife’s father) and  
Norman both worked in the brewery. 

The shop on the corner of Whitgreave Street was 
taken over by the brewery and the windows and 
doors on the cor-
ner were removed 
leaving the door 
on the left.  In my 
day it was just a 
plain wall.  This 
became the bot-
tling store.  The 
upstairs rooms 
were made into a 
flat and my wife 
Edna was born in that flat in 1933. 

A story I sometimes tell to friends and strangers, 
much to my wife’s disgust, is: “She was born in a 
brewery and learned to walk in a bar”. She was 
her grandfather’s first born grandchild, and he  
doted on her.  He used to teach her to walk along 
the bar top at the Hop Pole.  She now doesn’t like 
beer! 

Outdoor and two Cottages in Crookhay Lane 

Under licence, Darby’s bottled their own 
whisky, King George V.  In those days the 
standard was 40 degrees proof. Spirits 
came in barrels from Bond Warehouses as 
high as 240 proof.  This had to be broken 
down to 40 proof with distilled water. To 
avoid being disturbed, Mr Charles and my 
father-in-law would lock themselves in the 
cellar while ‘breaking down’. The law  
allowed a tolerance of a small amount of 
degrees above or below. Mr Charles always 
prided himself on his whisky being above. 
Most proprietary brands were below. 

In the days before the drink drive laws and 
the breathalyser came into force, it was a 
tradition for licensees to offer draymen 
(drivers and their mates) a half pint of beer 
when they delivered the barrels.  It was 
known for some to drink 12 to 14 halves 
during the working day, particularly at 
Christmas time when making extra  
deliveries. 

The Dunkirk Inn was half of the old Dunkirk 
Hall, the other half was a private residence.  
Mr George Green, the Head Brewer, lived 
there. 

John Howe’s Memories of his family’s connection to Darby’s Brewery Ltd. 



When brewing was transferred to Cape Hill some of the workers moved there.  Some of the brew-
ing staff were only offered lesser jobs as they hadn’t got credentials to prove their skills.  In those 
days lots of trades people who had skills and expertise worked by ‘Rule of the thumb’ and didn’t 
have paperwork to prove it.   

Mr Green, the Head Brewer, at a later date became licensee of The Park Inn, Walsall Street, 
Wednesbury.  (This recent photograph shows The Park Inn is still trading successfully.) 

My wife’s Uncle, Norman Thurfield, spent his working life in the trade and finished his days at 
Cape Hill brewery. 

For a short time M&B brewed Darby’s products, 
but later dropped them.  For quite a few years they 
did DPA using their own name.  Lots of people 
drank it knowing the PA was pale ale, but didn’t 
know the ‘D’ stood for Darby’s.   



Margaret Evans’ memories of her parents Joseph and Ellen Pridmore, licensees  

Ellen was a West Bromwich girl and desperately 
wanted to get back to her home town.  The  
Halfway House in Old Meeting Street came up and 
Ellen and Joseph applied for it, but didn’t get it. 
They were bitterly disappointed, and Charles  
Darby said to them, knowing they wanted to get 
back into West Bromwich, “I’ve got the perfect pub 
for you”.  He offered them the Steam Packet in 
Spon Lane, and they moved into it in 1942. 

The Steam Packet was a very popular pub and the 
family were very happy there.   

When Margaret left school her mother made her  
worked behind the bar and she was always getting 
’chatted up’ by young men.  One such young man 
was George Evans, who ‘couldn’t take his eyes off 
her’, and they started ‘courting’, which mainly took 
place in the entry of the Steam Packet.  Margaret 
and George got married when Margaret was 18. 

George had worked at the brewery from age 14, 
before joining the Navy at age 17. George’s friend, 
Sidney J Weston, who also worked at the brewery, 
joined at the same time and was the only employ-
ee who didn’t return from the war.  

George’s brother Leslie worked at the brewery as 
a drayman and then an electrician when he  
returned from his National Service. 

Joseph and Ellen said Darby’s were a very good 
family to work for and when they were taken over 
by Mitchells & Butlers, like many other Darby   
licensees,  they left the Steam Packet and took 
over a men’s only club in Handsworth, which  
catered for business men and doctors, etc. 

The Stream Packet below showing the entry where 
Margaret and George did their courting. 

Margaret Evans, pictured left, was the 
daughter of licensees, Joseph and Ellen  
Pridmore, who worked for Darby’s. 

She was very young when her parents took 
over the White Horse in Bilston, which had 
been  purchased by Darby’s.  Joseph and 
Ellen had to work hard to make money  
because  the White Horse only had a beer 
license.   

Charles Darby, senior, was visiting the White 
Horse and saw Ellen carrying heavy beer 
crates.  He scolded her for carrying such a 
heavy weight.   

 

 Above the White Horse, Bilston and  

Ellen & Joseph Pridmore 



George, whilst a director of M&B, kept a promise he had made when he was at Darby’s Brewery  
fifteen year’s earlier.  See newspaper cutting below which gives the whole story. 

 

Sidney J  Weston 



Below is the original Malt Shovel and a photograph of the lovely building that replaced it when the 
Newton Road was widened. 

 

On the left the Friar Park, photographed  
recently, is still a very popular and well loved 
pub, which is surrounded by a close  
community 

Unfortunately the lovely red brick has 
been painted grey.  It has been a pub 
carvery for many years and is still 
called the Malt Shovel by everyone,  
although the name has been changed 
to Stonehouse.  

It is on a main road, in a residential  
area, so is still a very popular venue 
lunchtimes and evenings. 

The pub below, photographed in 1942, 
is the Friar Park, but it is always called 
“The Cabin”. This relates to the building 
of the canals in the Friar Park area, in 
the 19th Century, by Irish workers who 
weren’t welcome in the local pubs.   
They decided to build their own pub, 
which was a wooden cabin. 
Now owned by Enterprise Inns. 

Darby’s left a legacy of pubs, many of which are still trading, some in the ownership of the newly 
formed Mitchells & Butlers, such as The Malt Shovel in Newton Road. 

Courtesy of Terry Price 



George and Charles where taken on by M&B, and found it very badly run at the time.  George was 
made a board director and was asked by another board member, from the Prudential, to accompany 
him to interview potential applicants to take over the management of M&B. They appointed Alan  
Walker. 

Alan Walker’s Obituary below explains how he turned around M&B (with the help of the Darbys, of 
course). 

  



 

 
 

The Bush, the pub purchased by George  Darby, and where he started brewing, was in the family 
from 1872 until Mitchells & Butlers purchased Darby’s in1951.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Bush had a very successful football team, called Bush Rangers. They won many trophies and 
were featured as a soccer card to collect in packets of Ardath Cigarettes. The team in the photograph 
were formed in 1935 and quickly made its mark in league football.  In three seasons the team had  
suffered only one defeat in league games. 

  

 

On the left a copy of an image of the original 
Bush from a painting held by the Darby family. 

The pub was rebuilt in the 1930s and had the 
architect’s hallmark green roof.  Below The Bush 
photographed during the war with the  
entrances protected from bomb blasts. 

The Bush has had two changes of use, but is 
still being well used by the public as a  
Community Centre..   

Photograph of football team and football card courtesy of 

Arthur Cole 



In 1984 The Bush was refurbished by M&B and reopened as Darby’s Fish Restaurant.  Charles  
Darby, grandson of the George who had originally purchased The Bush, was called in from retirement 
to open this exciting new venture.   

Charles Darby pulls the first pint and has everyone laughing because he comments: “They’ll think I’m 
standing in the cellar”,  as he was standing next to a very tall, John Dick, one of M&B’s directors.   
Behind Charles is his son, Charles, who at the time was Chief Executive of Bass, M&B. 

Darby’s Fish Restaurant was the place 
to be if you were celebrating an event 
and in the photograph on the left 
Yvonne Hayward’s family are celebrat-
ing a special birthday.   

Many people have very fond memories 
of the restaurant and also the fish and 
chip shop.  Locals were very  
disappointed when it closed in 2000, 
but it reopened as Wood Lane  
Community Centre in 2002 and is  
being well used supporting the local 
community.   

Photograph courtesy of Yvonne Hayward 



Wood Lane Community Centre (formerly The Bush) is presented with a Blue Plaque, remembering it’s 
Darby heritage, by the Friends of Dartmouth Park. 

In August 2018 a group from the Friends of  
Dartmouth Park climbed aboard the No. 28  
Circular bus that first saw service back in 1952.  
We were going on a brief tour of some of  
Darby’s pubs that are still trading under new 
ownership. The Stone Cross was our first brief 
stop, followed by the Millfields, and then on to 
Hill Top and Great Bridge, to the site in Greets 
Green where Dunkirk Inn and Darby’s Brewery 
once stood.  We then made our way to Wood 
Lane Community Centre where Terry Price, 
BEM, author of many books featuring the local 
area, was to unveil a Blue Plaque to remember 
Darby’s connection with the site. We were met 
by Ms Fajli Bibi, Chair of the Centre, and staff 
and volunteers, who gave us a tour. They made 
us very welcome and we were so impressed by 
the many activities that the centre has on offer 
for the local  community.  
 
Terry gave us some of his memories of Darby’s 
pubs, and this was followed by Robin Pearson 
presenting a copy of the painting of the original 
Bush Inn. Robin is the author of several books 
on Black Country pubs and was Chief Librarian 
at the Central Library in West Bromwich for 
many years.  A photographer from the local 
press arrived to take photographs of the unveil-
ing and we all stepped outside for the ceremony.  
Terry’s unveiling went very smoothly and he 
congratulated the Friends of Dartmouth Park for 
commemorating the important contribution the 
Darby family made to the social life of West 
Bromwich and the Black Country communities 
during the 19th and 20th centuries”. Following 
the unveiling we went back into the Centre and 
raised our glasses to toast a job well done.  



Earlier in this Section there was reference made to the 
Dog & Duck in Braybrook Street, whose landlord was a 
Charles Darby, father of George Darby.  Charles ran 
the pub from around 1864 until 1881.  Reference is 
made to an ex- West Bromwich Albion player, James 
Stanton,  buying the Dog & Duck.  Stanton purchased 
the pub in 1922 and Darby’s purchased the pub from 
Stanton in 1938.   

Stanton had owned the Stone Cross, which was also 
purchased by Darby’s.  The Stone Cross was one of 
their rebuilds.  

It is a pub with quite a history.  In 1804 Thomas  
Sheldon (no doubt dissatisfied with the rewards of 
his labour as the local blacksmith) applied for a  
license for his house, which stood adjacent to his 
smithy. He named his inn after the 
wayside cross that stood outside. 
The cross was the place where 
goods were left for the local people 
in times of plague, the money for the 
goods being left at a pre-arranged 
time. Thomas Sheldon brewed his 
own beer on five days a week and 
his inn became a popular place of 
call for waggoners passing by on 
their way to Birmingham.  

.  

Much talk at the inn, no doubt,  
centred on the landlord’s boast of once 
riding 100 miles on his chestnut mare 
without dismounting. The skeleton of 
the horse was found buried in the  
garden during demolition of the inn by 
Darby’s after they purchased it in 1933.   
(from Hitchmoughs Black Country 
Pubs Website.) 

 

The pub today is still trading and I’m told does a very good curry.  The large area at the back of the 
pub is used as a car cleaning business. 

Photograph on the right courtesy of  

Terry Price 



As mentioned previously Darby’s had over 100 pubs and many stand alone off-licenses.  The follow-
ing photographs give just a glimpse of  some of their pubs which still stand and some which have  
disappeared through redevelopment. The photographs are taken from an album in the Darby family’s  
possession and date back to 1942. 

Above is the Halfway House situated on the corner of Old Meeting Street and  
Greswold Street, West Bromwich, which is still trading.  There is an interesting little 
story about the Halfway House when the Prince of Wales visited West Bromwich in 
1923. The snippet of news below was taken from the local newspaper report of his 
visit. 

The Victoria, Sams Lane, West 

Bromwich, is still trading. 

Cricketers Arms, Lower Trinity Street, 

West Bromwich, is a food pub and I un-

derstand it is very popular. 



The Hen & Chickens, Messenger Lane, West 
Bromwich, demolished for redevelopment. 

Another pub in the same area as the Hen & 
Chickens, the Hope & Anchor, suffers the same 

fate.  

The Old Bell, Spon Lane,  West Bromwich, 

demolished for redevelopment. 

Prince Albert, Moor Street, West Bromwich, now demolished,  

and former landlord, Lew Poxon, playing a game of Cribbage with a customer. 

Nags Head, Dudley Street, West Bromwich, 

demolished for redevelopment. 



Four of the stand alone off-licenses Darby’s owned.  Supermarkets and shops sell alcohol today, so 
no need for an off-license to fetch a couple of pints of ale in a jug for the men of the house.  It seemed 
to be mostly the women of the house who had this duty. Many of the pubs also had outdoors.  

Overend Street, West Bromwich 

Jervoise Lane, West Bromwich Lyttleton Street, West Bromwich 

Railway Street, West Bromwich 



 Advertisements for Darby’s Ales 



Some of the artefacts saved by the family, except for the stone jar, which was for sale on Ebay by a 

person in California.  How strange that this item reached as far as the West Coast of the USA. 



Although Darby’s Brewery closed in 1952, the 
Darby family remained in brewing.  After George 
and Charles retired from M&B, Charles’ son,  
another Charles, was  employed at M&B and led 
it through  the many changes that took place in 
the industry during his watch.  He became 
Chairman of many of the businesses in the Bass 
Group, which had merged with M&B in 1961.  
He was also, similar to his great-grandfather, 
George, in that he was a public man, who had 
been on the board of many organisations set up 
to improve the area for the community in which 
he lived and worked.  Charles received a CBE 
for his public work. 

At Charles’ leaving event at Cape Hill Brewery, 
he was presented with a celebratory Special  
Reserve Ale in his honour.  All those present 
were also given a bottle to take away with them.  

The Darbys long connection with brewing 

continues in the capable hands of  Charles’ 

son, Alistair, who is Chief Executive of 

Brains Brewery in Wales. 

By saving the Darby’s Ale sign we have tangible evidence to ensure that their name will be  

remembered as the last Brewery to close and West Bromwich’s most successful brewers.  
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