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Real Ale Heroes

Numbers eight and nine: Philip Cutter and Dawn Leeder

Eastern promise

In less than ﬁve years, Norwich has been well and truly put on the map as a City of Ale, not
only inspiring others to launch town and city-wide pub and beer initiatives, but prompting
politicians to ﬁnd out more. Tim Hampson talks to the pair who made it happen
Norwich, City of Ale? Is it a question or a statement? History
Philip Cutter, landlord of the Murderers pub on Timber Hill,
simply oozes from almost every corner of Norwich. Norfolk’s
and real ale and pub fan Dawn Leeder – the pair are the co-chairs
county town has more medieval churches than any other city
of the City of Ale initiative, which started off as a city-wide
in northern Europe and once boasted a place of worship for
celebration of real ale from local breweries.
every Sunday of the year. It’s a city dominated by the twin peaks
Today, it has become so successful at attracting people to the
of a magnificent Romanesque and Gothic cathedral, with the
city, some believe it is a model that could be used elsewhere.
second-largest cloisters in England and a grimly inspiring and
well-preserved 12th-century Norman castle.
Indeed, the festival came to the attention of the All-Party
And, despite much rebuilding, its centre is marked by a
Parliamentary Beer Group and its organisers were invited to the
raggle-taggle of medieval lanes and alleys, which makes walking
Houses of Parliament to explain its success to MPs and peers.
from one pub to another always an adventure in navigation.
Philip and Dawn told parliamentarians how the City of Ale
Then there is beer. Just a generation ago, Norfolk, in the era
had not only provided a much-needed boost to Norwich’s pubs
of mass-produced keg brews, was a beer desert.
and breweries, but had increased tourism to the city and helped
Watneys Red Barrel might
establish it as a popular
not have been anybody’s
short-break destination. Beer
“Norwich seems to have really taken all of those
beer of choice, but on most
Group chairman Andrew
and encapsulated them in the City of Ale, and
of the city’s pub bars it was
Griffiths said many MPs were
it is great to see people on the front foot really
all that was available.
envious of the festival and
promoting all the great things about pubs”
Thankfully, in recent years,
wished they had something
Norwich has seen quite a
similar in their constituencies.
turnaround – and while it no longer has a pub for every day of the
“All too often we are trying to react to negative stories about
year, there are now about 130. It also has witnessed one of the
the industry. It is very easy to write about antisocial behaviour,
most remarkable ale renaissances in the country – several dozen of binge drinking or the effects of alcohol.”
the town’s pubs have made it into the current edition of the Good
But he said the MPs in the beer group believed in the positives
Beer Guide and the county now has approaching 40 breweries.
of the industry, including the jobs it creates and the impact it can
Much of the city’s ale success has to be put down to the hard
have on a community. “Norwich seems to have really taken all
work and inspiration of the many CAMRA volunteers who are
of those and encapsulated them in the City of Ale, and it is great
members of Norfolk & Norwich Branch.
to see people on the front foot really promoting all the great
However, for the past four years, the city has hosted an annual
things about pubs,” said Andrew.
10-day festival known as Norwich City of Ale. Spearheaded by
So what is the secret of the City of Ale’s success?
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“At a time when pub closures are continuing to affect the
Dawn said: “Norwich is a beautiful, historic city built on
industry, Norwich really does buck the trend. Myself and Dawn
a human scale. It has a fine brewing tradition going back to
arrange much of the event, but each individual establishment
medieval times and a hinterland that produces the best malting
does what they want.
barley in the world. Couple that with dozens of friendly,
“The only criteria is that they sell a beer brewed locally, and
welcoming local pubs connected by walkable ale trails, add
put on an event. Local brewers also have brewed special beers,
a programme of exciting events and you have the blueprint
and put on tours of their breweries.
for a fine City of Ale.”
And, like so many good ideas, it was borne from people who
were drinking beer at the time.
“Working together with publicans, brewers, maltsters and
Back in October 2010, at the trade session of CAMRA’s
even farmers who grow the best malt in the UK, it has become
Norwich Beer Festival, Philip and Dawn approached some of
a showcase of where we are and where we have come from.
the city’s publicans and brewers to see if there was an interest
“Pubs across Norwich, participating in City of Ale, put
in promoting a festival.
on events and sell beer. It’s really as simple as that. However,
According to Philip,
the organisation begins in
the clear response was
January and all these events
a resounding “yes”.
are put under one umbrella
“We focus on many aspects of brewing, from grain
Philip said: “Having been
event. From pub quizzes,
to glass. We hope City of Ale will expand, as we
in the pub trade for 25 years,
sports events, beer festivals,
would like not only to promote beers produced in
and seen my twin brother
Norfolk, but also beers produced with Norfolk malt” including a FEM.ale beer
leave the trade after running
festival, to dark, tutored beer
an Enterprise tenancy for 14
tastings, last year we had more
years, I suggested a city-wide
than 200 events.”
beer festival, in Norwich, to
And shunning complacency,
increase footfall, and promote
plans are in place to continue
the heritage and diversity in
to grow the event.
Norwich’s pubs.”
Philip said: “Hopefully,
Dawn continues the story:
we can expand on the success
“The conversation went
we have had. Norwich has
something like: ‘wouldn’t it
become a real ale destination
be great if, instead of having
city, along with Sheffield,
a beer festival in just one
Nottingham, Derby and York.
building, we could have one
“City of Ale runs for 10
throughout the city?’
days, annually, but Norwich frequently sees CAMRA groups
“Then someone said: ‘yes, someone should organise it’. And
from across the UK visiting us for weekends. The recent
someone else, I think it may have been me, said: ‘well, why don’t CAMRA AGM held in Norwich was the best-attended ever.
we organise it then? What’s stopping us?’
“We focus on many aspects of brewing, from grain to glass.
“That’s how it started. Phil and I bootstrapped it with some
We hope City of Ale will expand, as we would like not only
of our own money, we set up a limited not-for-profit company
to promote beers that are produced in Norfolk, but also beers
and a community bank account.
produced with Norfolk malt.”
“Pubs each paid an £80 subscription, brewers donated beer.
Philip is “absolutely” confident that the City of Ale concept
Seven months later, in May 2011, the first Norwich City of Ale
would work in other parts of the UK. He said: “All they need
festival launched with 31 pubs and 36 breweries.
is enthusiasm, great pubs and landlords, great brewers, brewing
heritage and to promote all that is great about pubs. Norwich
is a relatively small city, and is built on a human scale, which
So how does the City of Ale festival work? Itʼs down to
makes it walkable, with most of the 44 pubs accessible on foot,
enthusiasm and collaboration, said Philip. “City of Ale
with manageable trails of six pubs.
complements and does not compete against the CAMRA
“Many cities are much larger, with more pubs. Logistically,
beer festival, which is held annually in October. Indeed, our
it would be difficult, but not impossible.
friends at the local CAMRA branch have been great in their
“City of Ale has been funded by the Norwich Business
support. CAMRA’s LocAle is an initiative that encompasses
Improvement District (BID), as it sees a benefit of visitors
all that City of Ale is about, as well as trying to get more
to Norwich, travelling across the fine city.
people into pubs.
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Above: City of Ale supporters
celebrate doubling visitors in 2014
Left: MPs were keen to learn more
about the City of Ale project
Right: Norwichʼs Lord Mayor, Keith
Driver, and Sheriﬀ Graham Creelman
got into the festival spirit

“It would be great to see other cities try to recreate their own
So where next? “The year 2015 is our fifth year and we plan
events; it’s not easy, but very rewarding,” said Philip.
to make it bigger and better than ever,” said Dawn. “There’ll be
Dawn is proud of the festival’s success. She said: “The festival
the usual ale trails and brewers’ market plus art exhibitions, live
has gone from strength to strength. We’ve had terrific support
music, food and drink pairings, tutored tastings, meet the brewer
from Norwich BID, as well as other local sponsors, and this
sessions, vintage bus trips and brewery tours. In 2014, there were
has allowed us to advertise
44 pubs offering 247 real ales
“In 2014, there were 44 pubs oﬀering 247 real ales
in CAMRA regional
from 39 local breweries and
from 39 local breweries and more than 200 events
publications up and down the
more than 200 events took
took place. We hope to exceed those in 2015. We
country, reaching a readership
place. We hope to exceed
plan to make it bigger and better than ever”
of more than a quarter of a
those records in 2015.”
million real ale lovers.
And, she believes, with
hard work, a historic city,
a venerable brewing tradition, walkable ale trails, high-profile
“This really paid off ‒ we commissioned market research and
public relations and effective use of social media, other parts
it found in 2014 we’d doubled the number of people visiting
of the country could have a real ale success, too.
from outside the county. Our local press, the Eastern Daily Press
Norwich City of Ale – it’s no longer a question, it’s a fact.
and Norwich Evening News, have also been supportive, with
front-page features, great editorial and pullouts, and valedictory
● City of Ale 2015 takes place from Thursday 21 May
leaders, so awareness of the festival among locals is high. It’s now until Sunday 31 May 2015. Go to cityofale.org.uk
firmly embedded as an annual event in the Norwich calendar.”
for more information.
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