
BREWERY DESTROYED BY FIRE 1885 
 

Damage Estimated at £12,000 
 
The extensive brewery belonging to Mr A Beckett, who also carries on business as a plumber and decorator, was destroyed by 
fire on Thursday night, or rather, perhaps, Thursday night and Friday morning.   
 
One of the first to observe anything unusual was the mother of one of Mr Beckett’s carters, named Mead, who noticed a great 
light when in a cottage near.  The attention of her son was called to it and he observed that the flames were isssuing from the 
malting kiln, whereupon he gave information to his employer.  It was about 20 minutes past seven 

.   
An alarm having been raised, a large number of persons hurried to the scene and 
they were afterwards very considerably augmented by others who came from the 
surrounding villages, having been attracted by the glare in the sky, which was visible 
for miles.  It is, indeed, doubtful whether such an immense concourse was ever 
before seen at Tisbury, it being estimated that as many as 2,000 were present.   
 
There was no lack of willingness to render assistance and the Vicar, the Rev F E 
Hutchinson, the Rev J F Chanter, Superintendent Bull (Hindon), Mr Combes, and Mr 
J Cuff, may be especially mentioned for the valuable aid they rendered, but the 
flames spread with such rapidity that it soon became evident that the building could 
not be saved, and efforts were then directed to prevent the fire from reaching the 
premises in close proximity.   
 
Some seven or eight horses were however removed, as also were a number of pigs, 
worth about £50.  The waggons of the establishment were drawn into a field close by, 
and a number of casks of beer were also saved.  Mr Beckett’s house adjoined the 
brewery, and as it was therefore in imminent danger, the furniture and other contents 
were removed and placed in the road.   

 
At a quarter to eight (about half an hour after the fire was discovered), a telegram was handed in at the telegraph office for 
despatch to Mr Eynon, Superintendent of the Salisbury Fire Brigade, with a view of getting the fire engine; a message being 
also sent to Shaftesbury with a similar object.  This telegram was received at Salisbury three minutes afterwards, and duly 
forwarded to Mr Eynon, who immediately proceeded to Mr Herring’s stables and ordered the horses to be put in.   
 
Owing to the reprehensible hoaxing which has taken place in Salisbury and the neighbourhood, he deemed it advisable to 
telegraph back to Tisbury in order to get a confirmation of the first message and this he did at two minutes to eight, therefore he 
lost no time about it.  The reply was received at 8.21, and at that time the whole of the firemen (numbering about 10) had been 
ready for quite a quarter of an hour.  The horses, however, had not been put in, the groom whose duty it was to get them ready, 
imagining that the affair was a hoax, although Mr Eynon personally gave the order, and not until the Mayor, Mr George Fullford, 
had himself taken action in the matter, were they ready.  It was indeed nine o’clock when the brigade started, and they then had 
a journey of 16 miles before them, which occupied about an hour and a half or two hours. 
 

Having reached Tisbury, they had yet another hindrance, for before they could commence operations at the fire, they had to get 
the engine through the churchyard, over the graves.  After the delay which had occurred, they expected, perhaps, to find some 
other brigade working vigorously when they arrived, but, if so, their anticipations were not realised.   
 
The distance from Shaftesbury to Tisbury is only about nine miles, but Mr H S Stowell, the Captain of the Shaftesbury Brigade, 
had difficulty with respect to horses even greater than those which had been encountered by Mr Eynon.  He failed to get any at 
all at Shaftesbury, in consequence of which the engine was drawn by hand to Semley, where another attempt was made to get 
the requisite animals, but without avail.  Mr Stowell and his team, pluckily determined not to be entirely defeated, and with 
commendable zeal, dragged the engine to the scene of the fire, arriving shortly after their Salisbury confreres. 
 

The Salisbury Brigade directed their operations in the first place to a corner of the building near some thatched cottages, water 
for the purpose being supplied in buckets, and they succeeded in effectually checking the flames at that point.  On the arrival of 
the Shaftesbury Brigade, they took up a different position, and both brigades then simultaneously played on the burning 
premises, the Shaftesbury team directing their attention to the back portion, whilst the Salisbury men played on the front part, 
the latter brigade now getting a good water supply from the River Nadder, flowing along at a distance of only about a hundred 
yards from the brewery.  The Shaftesbury men would probably have been better pleased if they had had more hose with which 
to act. 
 
A slight breeze prevailed, but this aided the efforts of the firemen, as it was blowing in the direction from the church, situated 
very near the burning premises.  During the night, it shifted a few points, whereby some thatched cottages were endangered, 
and in consequence of this, the roofs were saturated with water so that they should not become ignited.  The chief cause of 
apprehension to the brigade was a large tower rising some 40 or 50 feet above the brew-house, it being feared that sparks from 
this would fall into a shed nearby, containing, it is believed, something like 400 gallons of oil, turpentine, colour, and other 
inflammable liquids and materials, but happily such fear was not realised.    At the top of the tower there were two large vats full 
of water, and these came down with a great crash.   
 
Three or four men of the Salisbury Brigade, some of whom were drenched to the skin before they had been at the fire more 
than a few minutes, had a narrow escape from being struck by a huge beam, which fell where they were engaged only a 
moment or so before.  There were two accidents, but fortunately they were not attended with very serious results.  One of the 
Salisbury men, named Foot, fell from a ladder, but managed to break the fall before reaching the ground.  In doing so, however, 
he sprained his hand.  The other mishap was one which occurred to a member of the Shaftesbury team, who slipped from a 
ladder about 15 feet high.   



The fire continued to rage fiercely until three o’clock on Friday morning, and the Salisbury Brigade did not cease to play on it 
until seven.  Between 80 and 90 hogsheads of beer and porter burst owing to the heat, but cellars which contained some 
hundreds of casks of beer escaped the action of the flames.  600 or 700 sacks of malt, in addition to a quantity of barley, were 
consumed, and the amount of damage to the machinery is exceedingly great.   A large refrigerator in a room on one of the 
upper floors of the fermenting department fell, with the floor, to the basement.  
 
The building was remodelled recently, and nearly the whole of the apparatus was new.  Mr Beckett has stated that he roughly 
estimated the damage at £12,000.  It seems, however, that he was insured in three offices, for sums amounting in the 
aggregate to £22,000 - in the Mutual Office for £8,000, in the North British for £6,000, and in the London, Liverpool and Globe 
for £8,000.   The fire is supposed to have originated for the over-heating of the malt kiln.   
 
The building, of which very little now remains except the walls - and it was thought these would have to come down - bore a 
striking resemblance to an ecclesiastical edifice, and was calculated to recall the days when monasteries were more favoured 
in this land than at the present time, but if we are rightly informed, it was originally used as a workhouse, and did not date back 
so far as even the commencement of the present century.                                               Western Gazette Friday 27 March 1885 

 

 
Undeterred by the fire in 1885, Archibald Beckett started again and the building we see today, standing between the Square 
and the Church, rose from the ashes.  He named it the Wiltshire Brewery - and along with Beckett’s name, these words can still 
be seen over the archway entrance.   
 
The brewery encountered one or two changes of ownership along the way before it ceased making the amber liquid in 1914.  
Following a long gap when many varied businesses used the building, Tisbury Brewery set up from 1980 for three short years; 
Wiltshire Brewery made a comeback for an even shorter time, from 1984-1986.  The building was converted to private 
apartments some years ago. 
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