
 
 
Joseph Spender Clay (1826–1885) was an English brewery director, country gentleman, and 
civic philanthropist who represented the fourth generation of the influential Clay dynasty of 
Burton upon Trent. His life work brought his family's industrial history full circle. While his 
grandfather, Joseph Clay II/III, had systematically liquidated the family's 18th-century 
brewhouses to fund private banking ventures during the Napoleonic Wars, Joseph Spender Clay 
redirected the family’s accumulated wealth directly back into brewing. By becoming a partner in 
Bass, Ratcliff, and Gretton in 1854, he positioned himself at the centre of Burton upon Trent's 
mid-Victorian pale ale boom, subsequently using his immense fortune to establish a country 
estate in Surrey.  
 
Lineage & Family Heritage 
 
Born in Burton upon Trent on November 20, 1826, Joseph Spender Clay was the son of Henry 
Clay (1796–1874) and Elizabeth Leigh. His father was a private banker who, alongside his own 
father, had founded Clay’s Bank (Joseph Clay & Son, Bankers) at the corner of High Street and 
Horninglow Street in 1818.  
 
The middle name "Spender" carried significant family pride. It derived from his grandmother, 
Sarah Spender, daughter of John Spender of Derbyshire. Sarah's inheritance had brought the 
Stapenhill House estate across the River Trent into the Clay family in 1824, completing their 
transition from urban merchants to landed gentry. Recognizing the heritage associated with the 
lineage, Joseph retained Spender as part of his formal family nomenclature—a practice 
continued by his descendants, who adopted the double-barrelled surname Spender-Clay.  
 
Reinvestment in Brewing: Joining Bass (1854) 
 
Throughout the early 19th century, the Clay family had managed their wealth through real estate 
and private banking. Clay’s Bank operated until 1839, when it amalgamated into the Burton, 
Uttoxeter, and Stafford Union Bank (which was ultimately absorbed into Lloyds Bank). With the 
banking firm integrated into a larger joint-stock structure, the family sought new high-yield 
investment channels.  
 
By the mid-19th century, Burton upon Trent was undergoing unprecedented industrial 
expansion. The arrival of the Birmingham and Derby Junction Railway in 1839, combined with 
the discovery of the unique suitability of Burton’s hard, gypsum-rich water for brewing pale ale, 
caused production to surge.  
 
In 1854, Joseph Spender Clay capitalized on this expansion by purchasing a partnership in Bass, 
Ratcliff, and Gretton. He joined Michael Thomas Bass Jr. during a period of rapid industrial 
scaling. To manage the legally complex and capital-intensive enterprise, his brother, Charles 
John Clay—a barrister-at-law—also joined the partnership.  
 



During Joseph Spender Clay’s tenure as a partner and director, Bass experienced monumental 
growth:  
 
 
In 1849, prior to Clay's entry, Bass produced approximately 80,000 barrels annually. By 1864, 
output reached 440,000 barrels, and by 1874, it exceeded 870,000 barrels per year.  
 
Bass became the largest brewery in the world, exporting pale ale across the British Empire and 
domestic markets.  
 
The firm's local employment swelled from around 1,100 workers in the early 1860s to nearly 
3,000 by the late 1880s, establishing the brewery as the undisputed economic heart of Burton 
upon Trent.  
 
Acquisition of Ford Manor & Surrey Estate Life 
 
Having accumulated immense wealth from the pale ale boom, Joseph Spender Clay sought to 
establish an estate outside of Staffordshire. In 1874, he purchased the Ford Manor estate at 
Dormansland, near East Grinstead in Surrey, from Norman Morris.  
 
The estate featured a grand Victorian mansion built between 1868 and 1872 by Robert Kerr, a 
professor of architecture and author of The English Gentleman’s House. Designed in an eclectic 
High Victorian style using local coursed Wealdstone, the mansion incorporated French pavilion 
roofs, Dutch gables, and a prominent clock tower. Perched on high ground overlooking the 
Surrey countryside, the 70-hectare estate included formal terraces, woodland, and a series of 
man-made pools.  
 
On June 2, 1874, at the age of 47, Joseph married Elizabeth Sydney Jane Garrett, daughter of the 
Reverend James Perkins Garrett of Cilgarron, County Carlow, Ireland. The couple settled at Ford 
Manor, where they raised their two children: Herbert Henry Spender-Clay (born June 4, 1875) 
and Violet Sylvia Blanche Clay (born 1876).  
 
As country squires, the Clays became major local employers and benefactors in Surrey. Joseph 
Spender Clay financed civic improvements, serving as the primary financial donor for the 
construction of St. John’s Church in Dormansland during the early 1880s.  
 
Death & Lasting Family Legacy 
 
Joseph Spender Clay died on November 3, 1885, at the age of 58 in East Grinstead, Sussex. 
Following his death, his widow Elizabeth eventually remarried Beresford Valentine Melville, a 
Conservative MP. In 1904, the Ford Manor estate was formally handed over to Joseph’s son, 
Herbert.  
 
The descendants of Joseph Spender Clay continued to play prominent roles in public life:  
 
 
Lieutenant-Colonel Herbert Henry Spender-Clay (1875–1937) was educated at Eton and 
Sandhurst and served in the 2nd Life Guards during the Boer War and First World War. In 1904, 
he married Pauline Astor, daughter of American-born newspaper proprietor and tycoon William 
Waldorf Astor (1st Viscount Astor). Herbert served as the Conservative Member of Parliament 
for Tonbridge for 27 years (1910–1937), became a Privy Counsellor, and served as a Charity 



Commissioner. During his tenure at Ford Manor, the estate hosted prominent political figures, 
including Winston Churchill and Nancy Astor.  
 
Violet Sylvia Blanche Clay (1876–1972) married George Bingham, 5th Earl of Lucan, in 1896. As 
the Countess of Lucan, she was awarded an OBE for her public service.  
 
Through his successful partnership in Bass, Ratcliff, and Gretton, Joseph Spender Clay re-
anchored the Clay family name within the history of British brewing while establishing a political 
and aristocratic dynasty that influenced British public life well into the 20th century.  
 


