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The McDonald’s 
of micropubs

Fancy being a micropub franchisee? 
Then Max Bell of Bell & Beerling Pubs 
could put you on the road to success. 
Alex Wright spoke to the young 
entrepreneur about his business 
background and hopes for the future

Max Bell doesn’t do things 
by halves. The precocious 
20-year-old entrepreneur 
and owner of The Pub 

started his first business aged  
just 18.  
 
And now he has set his sights 
on becoming the Tim Martin 
of micropubs with a target of 
establishing 50 over the next  
20 years.

That’s on top of setting up his 
own microbrewery and wholesale 
business.

“I was in my final year at school, 
but I wasn’t enjoying it,” said Bell, 
who sporting a hipster look with 
long hair and a beard complete with 
a suit and Hawaiian shirt combo, 
looks nothing like your conventional 
publican. 

“So when my brother suggested 
the idea of setting up our own 
micropub, I jumped at the chance.

“Initially the plan was for me to 
continue my studies and work part-
time in the business in the evenings 
and at weekends. But I don’t do 
things by halves, so I decided to 
chuck my lot in.”

That was in September 2018, just 
a few weeks shy of Bell’s 18th 
birthday. Fast forward three years 
and he has established his own 
mini empire of micropubs along 
Kent’s east coast.

Joining forces with his brother John 
Beerling, who himself had been 
working in their grandfather’s off 
licence for the last 10 years, the 
pair decided to go into business 
together. With the support of his 
father Luke, uncle Ross and cousin, 
also by coincidence called Luke, a 
trainee electrician, the duo, both 
who have a passion for real ale, 
spent five weeks drawing up a 
business plan and in November 
2018 launched Bell & Beerling Pubs.

Inspired by the film The Founder, 
the story of how the McDonald’s 
franchise was born, the brothers 
decided to apply the same model 
to micropubs. And so far, they are 
reaping the rewards.

“I watched the movie and wondered 
if anyone else had done it with 
micropubs,” said Bell. “A couple of 
people had tried but failed, so I 
thought, ‘Why not give it a go?’

“Running a micropub is easy but 
there is a lot of work involved in 
setting it up, particularly in terms 
of the logistics and paperwork. 
Many people wouldn’t know where 
to start, so we thought we would 
give them a helping hand to realise 
the dream of having their own 
micropub.”

A helping hand
The franchisee has two choices: 
either to do it all themselves or 
hand over the money and let Bell 
do it for them. If they choose 
the latter, he will do everything 
from start to finish from finding a 
premises, securing the lease, and 
completing planning and licence 
applications, paperwork, and payroll 
to renovating the site, and even 
sourcing stock. 

“You could say I’m a jack-of-all 
trades: one day I could be sanding 
down or painting the walls and 
the next filling in a planning 
application for change of use,” said 
Bell, who has even written up his 
own operations manual to help 
franchisees. “Or if the franchisee 
wants to do it themselves, we can 
give them advice and contacts 
such as builders, accountants and 
solicitors, but we’re always there to 
ensure that the quality of work is 
top-notch and that they maintain 
the high standards we expect of 
them.”

Admitting that it has been a steep 
learning curve establishing a 
micropub, Bell said that he has 
improved with each planning 
application he has completed. Now 
he has it down to a fine art.

“The first one I did was fraught 
with errors,” said Bell. “But I’ve 
found, with the help of the planning 
officers, a way to get it done more 
efficiently, and once you have done 
it a couple of times it’s not too hard.”

Generally, Bell told Micropub 
Magazine that the local community 
has been supportive of the new 
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micropubs. The few objectors – 
mainly worried about living next 
door to a noisy pub - he said, have 
eventually been won over once they 
grasp the micropub concept. 

But Bell still goes the full mile 
to keep the neighbours happy. In 
the Herne Bay micropub he even 
installed four layers of sound-
proofing so there’s no chance of 
any noise pollution.

“Micropubs are the opposite of the 
archetypal high street pub,” said 
Bell. “They are laid back places 
where you can enjoy a quiet pint 
and have a civilised chat with 
friends.” 

From small acorns
The Pub’s first franchise was 
launched at The Broadway in 
Broadstairs in April 2019. But it 
was forced to shut in March this 
year after the landlord evicted the 
tenant because they wanted to 
develop the property.

The second one opened at 87 High 
Street, Ramsgate, on the site of a 

former beauty salon, in May 2021 to 
much controversy. Landlady Nicola 
Werner, a former winemaker with 
29 years’ experience in hospitality, 
was quoted in the local paper as 
vowing to only employ women, but 
according to Bell her words were 
misconstrued, adding that nothing 
could be further from the truth.

“English isn’t Nicola’s first language, 
so I think something got lost in 
translation there,” Bell explained. 
“I know for a fact that isn’t her 
view but, rather, she fits in with 
our ethos that we want to be as 
inclusive as possible and welcome 
all-comers, including families and 
dogs.”

Then in June, Bell opened The 
Studio, not a micropub, but a live 
music venue with capacity for 100, 
just down the road at 108 High 
Street. His own personal project, it 
has already hosted a range of local 
acts from rock and indie to jazz and 
blues bands and solo artists.

Now Bell is in the process of setting 
up his third outlet and second 

You could say I’m a 
jack-of-all trades: 
one day I could 
be sanding down 
or painting the 
walls and the next 
filling in a planning 
application for 
change of use 
Max Bell, Bell and Beerling Pubs Ltd

micropub, at 73 High Street, Herne 
Bay, due to open later this year and 
be run by Richard Yardley. 

He also plans to reopen the 
Broadstairs micropub next year 
once he finds a suitable site.

No experience required
“You don’t need to have any prior 
experience to run a micropub, just 
drive and ambition,” said Bell. “The 
beauty is, compared to a regular 
pub, they have lower overheads and 
less staff to manage; it’s like the 
traditional freehouse was about 40 
years ago.”

The first step is to find a franchisee, 
typically through word of mouth, 
advertising, his website, and social 
media. Then Bell has to find a 
suitable premises, with the trick 
being to find one before it goes on 
the market.

When searching for a new site, Bell 
said the only prerequisite is it must 
have a toilet. Typically, he looks 
for places with interesting original 
features that the micropub can be 
built around.

“When we were renovating the 
Herne Bay pub we stripped out the 
garish 1970s décor on the walls,” 
said Bell. “Behind it, we uncovered 
the original Victorian wood 
panelling, which we have restored 
to its former glory.”

The cost of setting up a micropub 
is about £20,000 to £30,000, Bell 
estimates. He said that the budget 
can be kept down by sourcing 
second-hand furniture and buying 
stock through him at a discount.

The benefits of the franchise model, 
said Bell, are that he can put them 
in contact with all the people 
they need to get up and running 
including builders, accountants and 
solicitors. He will also help them 
with landlord negotiations and 
planning applications, and even pay 
for their personal licence.

In return, Bell receives five percent 
of their turnover, which he said is 
standard for a franchise agreement. 
He also takes a small cut of the 
stock he sells. 

Bell buys most of his beer from  
28 local microbreweries across 
Kent and sources other stock such 
as spirits and bar snacks wholesale 
from the local cash and carry. He 
also uses his uncle, who is a wine 
expert, to supply wines.

The McDonald’s of micropubs

“He’s a great resource to have, so 
we thought why not use him,” said 
Bell. “He can source top quality 
wines at affordable prices for our 
franchisees.”

Job satisfaction guaranteed
The biggest satisfaction Bell gets 
is from seeing all his hard work 
come to fruition. He also relishes 
overcoming new challenges that are 
thrown up along the way, such as 
having to temporarily relocate the 
Broadstairs franchise up the coast 
to The Studio while he searches for 
a new home. 

“Having worked so hard for months, 
there’s no better feeling than seeing 
it all come together on opening 
night,” said Bell. “It’s all about the 
great sense of pride you get from 
seeing a job well done.”

Mirroring his own dress sense, Bell 
is keen for each micropub to have 
its own individual identity. Yet each 
one still carries The Pub logo.

“After all, the franchisees are the 
ones that make it happen,” said 
Bell. “So I want them to put their 
own stamp on the place and give it 
their own unique twist.”

Nowhere is Bell happier than 
sitting in one of his micropubs 

and chatting with the customers 
and staff. He also loves jazz, Frank 
Sinatra and “all the old crooners”, 
and eventually plans to install a 
record player with a selection of 
vinyls in all of his micropubs.

“My principle is that if you greet 
everyone with a smile and a decent 
pint everyone’s happy,” said Bell.

“I want that same welcoming 
atmosphere in all of my micropubs, 
to make people feel at home.”

Having started small, Bell now 
wants to build economies of scale. 
He has targeted 10 micropubs in 10 
years and a minimum of 50 within 
20 years as well as a microbrewery 
and wholesale arm.

“I’m keenly ambitious,” said Bell. 
“One day, I would love to have an 
empire of micropubs across the 
country, but for now it’s all about 
hard work and getting the latest 
one off the ground.”

Would he ever consider selling up? 
Not anytime soon.

“It would take a jaw-dropping offer. 
The customers and staff are like 
my extended family and friends – it 
would be very hard for me to give 
them up just like that.”Brotherly love! Business partner  

John Beerling rolling the barrel

The original: The Pub outlet in Broadstairs


