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The big interview: Miles Jenner
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 The romance 
of brewing 
 Harveys head brewer Miles Jenner is proud of 
the company’s heritage and its standing as a 
successful local brewery. Phil Mellows reports 

You shouldn’t 
be frightened by 
competition, but 
make sure you’re 
at least equal to it

We’re not going 
to destroy what’s 
valuable and 
become trendy

 A
nother day’s brew done, 
Harveys stands quiet by 
the banks of the River 
Ouse. But wait… is that 
a song accompanying 

the gentle bubble of fermenting ale? 
Are there feet lightly tripping across 
the boards of the bottle store? Best 
leave it be. That’ll be head brewer 
Miles Jenner, rehearsing.

Jenner is playing Noël Coward this 
autumn in the Lewes Little Theatre 
production of the musical review 
Noël & Gertie. 

And for the first time in a couple of 
years there’s space at the brewery for 
him to practise. While other brewery 
bosses might agonise over a dip in 
production, this one sees it as a 
chance to make some space for a bit 
of singing and dancing.

The past two years were the busi-
est in Harveys’ 220-year history. To 
keep up with demand Jenner was 
brewing every Saturday from Octo-
ber until Christmas.

“We could have cut corners, but 
there was no way I would do that. We 
just had to touch wood we could get 
through, and we nearly didn’t. The 
first Christmas we had one cask left 
in stock.”

From those record levels there has 
been a fall this year. Plans to add an 
extra 25% to capacity are on hold and 
there’s scaffolding up around one of 
the country’s most picturesque 
breweries.

“I’m not being defeatist, but I’m 
looking on this as a respite,” says Jen-
ner. “It’s a chance to do the mainte-
nance we couldn’t do while we were 
busy. This is an old brewery and you 
have to keep on top of that.”

So the recession has finally caught 
up with Harveys. There are fewer 
pubs to sell its beer, although it’s still 
picking up new customers.

Another factor is the burgeoning 
microbrewery sector. Jenner counts 
22 small brewers around Lewes, “and 
that has to have an effect. Although 
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UK eating-out brands for sale: TGI, GBK, Wagamama
Restaurants are back on the menu. Three significant brands – Wagamama, TGI Friday’s and Gourmet Burger Kitchen (GBK) – are to change hands in the coming weeks as transactions materialise in the eating and drinking-out market.
International noodle chain Waga-mama is set to be sold by Lion Capital, which, if successful, will be the biggest sale in the eating-out market since the £345m purchase of Pret A Manger by Bridgepoint Capital and Goldman Sachs in 2008. 

Carlson, the US-based hotels and restaurants group, is putting the finish-ing touches on its deal to buy the 60% of the TGI Friday’s UK business that it did not already own, while Clapham House, owner of GBK, has received a takeover approach from its biggest shareholder, Capricorn Ventures.
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While the deals may not herald a return to the “good old days” of frenetic deal-doing seen in the three years prior to the autumn of 2007, they will come as a fillip to senior management teams in the sector following a dearth of activ-ity in the economic downturn.Senior managers in the UK eating and drinking-out market will be paying serious attention to the Wagamama situation in particular – it will offer a real benchmark for the sector. Lion expects the sale to fetch up to £260m for a business that has just posted ebitda up 22% to £20.9m, on sales up 8.6% to £109.6m, in its most recent year. The higher end of Lion’s price expectations would represent an ebitda-enterprise value multiple of over 12 times.
It is thought Lion, which also owns the Weetabix cereals business, has 

Continued on page 2 ❱❱Lion set to feast on £260m noodles business
The sale of Wagamama will be fascinat-ing. This is the UK eating-out market holding up one of its finest businesses for private equity to fight over. Lion Capital believes it can fetch up to £260m (12 times ebitda). If any firm is worth that figure in these changed times, Wagamama is probably it.This is a business with the requisite core fundamentals in place: it’s highly profitable; it’s growing; it has strong management and culture; it has genu-ine brand credentials (healthy, cool, urban, contemporary), with good recognition and loyalty; it’s innovative; it’s international. 

It is international expansion that is 
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asked NM Rothschild to handle the sale, a process that will start in Sep-tember. It has owned the business since 2005.
Lion last tried to sell the business in 2007 after pulling a planned £250m flotation. Talks were held with private equity companies before Lion decided the top bid of £210m was too low.Meanwhile, the deal to buy TGI Fri-day’s outright by brand owner Carlson is the ultimate endorsement of the turn-around work carried out in the UK, a process led by Karen Forrester. The deal valued the business at £53m. TGI Friday’s has been returned to expansion in the UK after a remodel-ling of the offer, which started at the Birmingham restaurant. There also remains the real prospect 

perhaps most significant. It has three restaurants in America, with a fourth under construction, operated directly by the UK management. The company thinks it could end up with as many as 20 locations in the Boston area alone. It plans to expand down the East Coast. If it can fortify its position in Boston, then crack major metropolitan areas such as New York and Washington, its American odyssey will be transformational. Wagamama has a new operations director, who previously took McDon-ald’s from 50 sites to over 300 in the New England area, and has appointed a US-based marketing manager.

The challenge is to join the top table of American informal eating out along-side the likes of Cheesecake Factory and PF Chang’s – and to replicate the snaking queues that it enjoys in many locations here in the UK.The deal is not yet done, and it remains to be seen if Lion’s price expectations will be met. The smart money is on a positive outcome for an exceptional business. It is no coinci-dence the two other businesses that have swapped private-equity hands since the world changed – Pret A Man-ger and YO! Sushi – are also utterly differentiated, with a number of sweet spots, including international scope.
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Lewes brewery journals we have 
here, to sell exclusively in the town’s 
pubs. It’s another aspect of 
heritage.”

One thing that Harveys is not going 
to change is being a local brewer. All 
its beers are distributed within a 
60-mile radius, taking in Brighton 
and Hove and south London. Like 
the taxi driver, Jenner won’t go north 
of the river.

“There’s no joy in coming back to 
Sussex if Harveys is everywhere. 
Ubiquity would make it meaningless 
and you’re diminishing the product 
if you extend distribution too far.

“There’s a tremendous sense of 
public ownership of the Harveys 
brand down here,” he says, showing 
a sharp understanding that being 
the local brew is at the heart of the 
success of his brand.

It’s a success that, from time to 
time, attracts the attention of would-
be buyers for the brewery, an atten-
tion that is invariably but politely 
rejected.

“The Harvey family is still very 
much around,” says Jenner. “Hamish 
Elder, my co-managing director, is 
seventh generation. Every AGM we 
reaffirm we’re not for sale, which 
makes our life easy when we get the 
odd enquiry. 

“And it’s nice to know they are 
looking to buy the brand, not just the 
pubs. It’s one of the things we can 
feel very proud about.” 

aration for being trained as a brewer 
at Greene King in Suffolk. Then he 
got the chance to live his “childhood 
ambition” of brewing for Harveys.

“I was having a wonderful time at 
Greene King. I even named my son 
Edmund after Bury St Edmunds. But 
they were looking for a third brewer 
at Harveys and I would have been 
daft not to take that opportunity.”

Harveys had prospered in the 
1970s thanks to the Campaign for 
Real Ale-inspired resurgence of cask 
ale, but by the time Jenner arrived it 
had reach a plateau.

“We had only one brewing line, 
and one of the first things I did was 
commission a second line that 
allowed us to double capacity. It all 
had to be done in a sensitive way so 
the product didn’t change. 

“We’ve been brewing with the 
same yeast since 1957, for instance, 
and it’s the Harveys brand finger-
print. I’m a custodian of that 
heritage.”

Perhaps the most gentle-man-
nered man you could wish to meet, 
Jenner bristles ever so mildly at any 
suggestion of being old fashioned, 
though. For him, the Harveys herit-
age embodies change as much as 
continuity and consistency.

“We’re not going to destroy what’s 
valuable and become trendy for the 
sake of it, but we’re always reviewing 
what we do. The important thing is 
never to stand still.”

S
o Harveys’ award-winning 
Best Bitter, which accounts 
for 90% of production, has 
“evolved” since it, arguably, 
established the Best cate-

gory on its introduction in 1935. Jen-
ner also lays claim to pioneering 
golden ale when he launched Armada 
in 1988. “It was designed to wean 
people off lager, and we were at the 
forefront of that.”

Following the Beer Orders and the 
guest-ale clause, Harveys was among 
the first to produce monthly sea-
sonal beers for its tied estate. That’s 
left it with an uncommonly broad 
range of brews, from the tasty 3% 
ABV mild Knots of May to the legen-
dary 8% ABV Christmas Ale.

And now that business has quiet-
ened down, Jenner can finally start 
playing with his five-barrel in-house 
microbrewery.

“There will be some interesting 
beers coming out of that,” he says. 
“We’re going to do a rauchbier 
(smoked beer), and recreate some 
very old brews from recipes in the 

 My kind of pub 

 “It would be somewhere that 

the public bar is predominant 

— Bennets Bar in Tollcross, 

Edinburgh, which I frequented 

as a student. The public bar is a 

great leveller, and Bennets is 

still a Victorian beer house 

with the woodwork, the tiles 

and the furniture. It has a great 

feeling of continuity. And I 

really do have fond memories 

of it.”

 KEY DATES 
 1787 

R&H Jenner’s Brewery 

founded in south London
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 1938 

Jenner’s Brewery sold, 
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father, joins Harveys

1946 

Anthony Jenner promoted 

to head brewer

1952 
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King
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1987 

Appointed director

2000 
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director
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2009 
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it’s only this year we’ve seen a level-
ling off”.

One curious thing he has noticed 
is that pubs selling a range of cask 
beers are turning the Harveys 
pump-clip around when it runs out, 
rather than putting on a new cask 
straight away.

“It’s so they can sell the other 
brands. They’ve got to get the 
throughput for the other pumps,” he 
says with a shrug.

“You shouldn’t be frightened by 
competition, though, you just have to 
make sure you’re at least equal to it.

“You’re only ever as good as your 
last pint, and it’s very important that 
we keep a focus on that, on maintain-
ing quality.”

H
e respects what the 
younger generation of 
brewers has done, and 
Harveys has played a 
benevolent role among 

the Sussex brewing family, with 
Jenner happy to play consultant to 
the competition, which wouldn’t 
happen in many trades.

“I wouldn’t abandon any brewer 
that has a problem. It’s one of the 
charming things about the brewing 
industry that we all help each other, 
talk about problems and help each 
other out.”

Jenner was brought up in a brew-
ery, the fifth generation of a south 
London brewing family that used to 
be known as “the Theatre Brewers”. 

“Jenner’s beer was in every theatre 
bar in the West End,” he says proudly, 
and perhaps he’s inherited some-
thing there in his enthusiasm for the 
boards. But his first passion is 
undoubtedly the day job.

His father Anthony became head 
brewer at Harveys after selling the 
family business, and the young Miles 
watched as he helped ensure the 
brewery, unlike so many others, 
survived the takeovers and closures 
of the 1950s and ’60s, re-equipping it 
for the modern age. 

“I developed a true fascination for, 
and a love of, brewing. I saw it as a 
craft industry. It’s fashionable now to 
think that way, but for me it always 
had a romance about it. Brewing 

appeared to me to be a timeless 
process, going on in much the same 
way it had always done.”

After leaving Edinburgh Univer-
sity with a degree in history he stud-
ied science at evening school in prep-
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father help Harveys to 

stave off the closures 

of the ’50s and ’60s 


