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TRAFFIC INWARDS (& INTERNAL)
LOCATION PROCESS

TRAFFIC OUTWARDS

Commodity Mode Commodity Mode
Grain is dried for storage (up to 6 months),

Malt
then steeped in water (up to 70 hours),

then spread on malting floor & turned (8-15 days),

then dried by warm air from a kiln (3-5 days),

then (usually) roasted and stored.

Pumped Water tower Liquor is pumped up to a tank.

Rail - open wagons Coal Yard & Boiler House Water is boiled to generate steam.

Malt

Malt may be stored in a Malthouse (eg: Oakhill),

then raised to a high level,

then milled to Grist, stored in a grist case.

Brewery traffic & processes in the UK & Ireland, approximately 1850 to 1950
Some notes for railway modellers

Breweries have been included as a feature on many model railways, but there are few good explanations of how breweries functioned and were served by rail. The best source 
is Brewery Railways by Ian P. Peaty (David & Charles, 1985) which includes an introduction to the brewing process and further references to this in several chapters. The book 
Built to Brew by Lynn Pearson (English Heritage, 2014) is also useful. Very few people seem to have a good understanding of what is involved, for example the model produced 
by Bachmann Branch Lines, supposedly of the Oakhill Brewery in Somerset, was actually a model of a malt store. These notes will hopefully make it easier to avoid such 
mistakes in future.

Railways were essential to the growth of the brewing industry and the increasing size of breweries in the late 19 th century because transport by horse drawn wagons (called 
'drays' when loaded with finished beer) was severely limiting, even when roads had been improved. For regular traffic the maximum radius for horse transport was about 12 
miles and this determined the catchment area of each brewery or later distribution depot. Rapidly improving means of transport was a key reason for the consolidation of 
brewery businesses and enlargement of their premises.

There were few dedicated brewery railways. The most notable were the system at the St. James Gate brewery of Guinness in Dublin which commenced in 1874 (1' 8” gauge for 
internal traffic and a broad gauge tramway to the main line), the network of standard gauge lines connecting the various breweries in Burton on Trent, and from 1903 to 1921 
the private railway from the Oakhill Brewery to the main line at Binegar (2' 6” gauge). But numerous breweries had dedicated sidings and internal shunting engines. Some had 
private owner wagons.

These notes are intended to be appropriate for the mid to late 19 th century until the aftermath of WW2 for breweries with rail and/or water transport facilities. There was a sharp 
reduction in water-borne brewery traffic after 1945, and rail traffic declined continuously, largely ending by the 1960s.

The brewing processes described here have changed little but most brewing is now on a much larger scale, fully mechanised and automated, and some features such as 
malting floors are now very rare.

Cereals, principally 
barley, sometimes 

wheat, rye or oats, in 
sacks or loose

Rail (vans or open 
wagons), Water, Road

Maltings
usually a separate 

establishment supplying 
several breweries, but a few 

brewers had their own 
maltings

Sacks or bulk, by rail 
(vans, specialised 

wagons, sometimes 
sheeted wagons) or by 

water

then screened to remove impurities,

Water (Liquor)

Coal and/or coke  Ash 
 Road, for local use or 

disposal

Sacks or bulk, by rail 
(vans, specialised 

wagons, sometimes 
sheeted wagons) or by 

water

Brewhouse

In a small brewery most 
(sometimes all) brewing 

processes might be carried 
out in a single building. The 
development of the Tower 

and Steam Breweries 
tended to coincide with 

enlargement of premises, 
some to stupendous size, 

with some parts having 
different numbers of floors 

or even different 
construction, but usually all 

connected into a single 
complex. Sometimes 

separate buildings were 
provided for particular 

processes, but these were 
often connected and the 
whole edifice would often 

be referred to as the 
Brewhouse, or just the 

Brewery.

then screened to remove impurities,
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Malt
Grist is mashed (mixed with hot liquor) in a Masher,

then clear wort is pumped to Copper (USA: Boil Kettle)

Rail (vans) where Molasses or sugar may be added,

Spent hops are pressed Hop cake ?

Yeast

Rail (?)

Rail (parcels traffic)

Bottled beer may be Pasteurised.

Rail (open wagons) Cask cleaning shed Old casks are steam cleaned and checked.

Rail (open wagons)

Internal rail Casks are filled (racked).

Rail (vans)

Storage Casks and cases are stored in cellars or stores

Loading Banks Casks and cases of bottles are loaded for despatch. Rail (vans) & barges
Bottles in cases

Rail Stables

(2) In this period pasteurising and carbonating (adding pressurised CO2) of beer was not often carried out;

Sacks or bulk, by rail 
(vans, specialised 

wagons, sometimes 
sheeted wagons) or by 

water

Brewhouse

In a small brewery most 
(sometimes all) brewing 

processes might be carried 
out in a single building. The 
development of the Tower 

and Steam Breweries 
tended to coincide with 

enlargement of premises, 
some to stupendous size, 

with some parts having 
different numbers of floors 

or even different 
construction, but usually all 

connected into a single 
complex. Sometimes 

separate buildings were 
provided for particular 

processes, but these were 
often connected and the 
whole edifice would often 

be referred to as the 
Brewhouse, or just the 

Brewery.

then mashed grist is pumped to a Mash Tun and 
steeped to become Wort ((2-3 hours).

Wort flows by gravity or is pumped through Back (USA: 
lauter tun) where it is sieved,

Spent grain (in 
sacks or bulk)

Usually by road to 
local farms

Molasses or Sugar

Hops in special sacks 
called Pockets

Rail (sheeted wagons 
& vans)

then (for beer, not true ales) Hops are added to Wort in 
Copper, then boiled (1-2 hours),

then hot wort is pumped to a Hop Back where it is 
sieved to remove the spent hops.

Clear wort is cooled, traditionally in open vessels in 
high rooms surrounded by louvred vents, but from late 

19th century increasingly in heat exchangers, 

No inward traffic 
(starter yeast retained 

in brewery)

then cool wort flows or is pumped to Fermentation 
Vessels where yeast is added and fermented (up to 3 

days) to become the Brew.

Surplus yeast is pressed in a Barm Press. Barm (3)

Isinglas (1)
The brew flows or is pumped  to conditioning vessels, 

then to Racks or Bottling Plant (2).

Empty Casks (5)

Oak Cask Staves
Cooperage & Coopers' 

Yard

Staves are steamed and curved, hoops forged, 
damaged casks repaired, new casks made, casks are 

stored (4)Iron for hoops

Empty Casks Racking or Bottling 
roomsNew Bottles (6) Bottles are filled and packed in cases

Casks 

Hay, Corn, Oats, 
Straw

Until the end of horse-drawn delivery drays every 
brewery had stables.

(1) Isinglas is a substance obtained from the dried swim bladders of fish and has traditionally been used for the clarification or 'fining' of beer.



Brewery traffic.xls

(4) Some Coopers' yards were enormous - see photographs of Guinness's Dublin brewery and Burton on Trent.

(3) Barm is the foam of live yeast formed on the top of a fermenting liquid. It was used to leaven bread, or set up fermentation in a new batch of liquor. Various cultures derived from barm became 
the sources of most forms of brewer's yeast and baker's yeast currently on the market. The product called Marmite, developed in 1902, is extracted from brewers' yeast.

(5) The term “casks” here means wooden vessels with a capacity measured in Imperial Gallons, principally Hogsheads (54 gallons), barrels (36), and Fikins (9). The term “keg” was used 
occasionally by traditional coopers but from the 1950s and increasingly in the 1960s the term became used principally for stainless steel and aluminium containers.

(6) Most beer was supplied to pubs in casks and to off-licences in bottles during the period described here but cans for beer were introduced in the USA in 1933 and were first used in the UK in 1935. These were 'cone top' cans with a traditional steel bottle top. Early adopters of cans were supplied with sheet steel and had their own machinery to make them. Flat-topped cans with ring pulls were not introduced until 1963.  See https://simondsfamily.me.uk/history/timeline/1936-cone-top-cans/.

https://simondsfamily.me.uk/history/timeline/1936-cone-top-cans/
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