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INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade, the brewing industry in Colorado has made its mark on this state in much the same way that gold mining and ranching once did. Colorado has become known for its amber ales and IPAs just as much as it is revered for its snow-covered mountains and spacious national parks.

The number of breweries is increasing by the month. Twenty-two breweries featured in this book opened between the time I began work on it in January 2009 and the day I had to deliver the manuscript to my publisher in May 2011. And I can tally at least three others that were not open by my deadline but could be churning out beer by the time this book goes on sale.

I spent more than two years traveling the state, visiting with owners and brewers. I have lived in Colorado since 2000 but did not know before I started my trek that places like Ridgway or Paonia or Del Norte even existed. Now I know not only that these small towns are alive and well but that they are home to breweries that make astonishing beer.

Ken Jones, head brewer at Glenwood Canyon Brewing, put it best when he told me, “In Colorado you’re not on the map unless you have a brewery in your town.” This book is about those breweries and the cities and towns that are home to them. It is meant for beer geeks who want to sup up every drop of knowledge about the businesses that make this state “the Napa Valley of craft beer.” It also is meant for tourists seeking an offbeat experience and for beer-drinking Coloradans who set out to discover more about their home state. It is meant, in fact, for all who will take a sip of their beverage and want to know its full story.

The term “brewery” can mean a lot of things, and to properly convey the story of the brewing industry in Colorado, I chose to narrow the definition and exclude two types of fermented beverage makers: the state’s half-dozen meaderies, which make a wonderful product but one that I feel is outside the classical boundaries of beer, and the four extract breweries, which, with their more simplistic brewing methods, I could not compare to beverage artists like Great Divide or Odell Brewing.

For the other 101 Colorado breweries, I’ve tried to recount the stories and traits that make them stand apart from their competitors. Breweries are grouped under categories that reflect their mission, location or most notable characteristic. Maps are available in the front of the book to use for touring, with each brewery getting one notation. For breweries with multiple locations, only their main facility is highlighted.

This is not a guide of what to drink. Though I’ve noted breweries’ signature beers, I believe that only the drinker knows what’s most enjoyable to him or her. Instead, the descriptions of each brewery are meant to serve as a complement or even companion to your time enjoying the beer.

I hope that by the time you’ve finished reading this—and, perhaps, visiting each of the breweries as I did—you have a greater appreciation of Colorado beer and the brewing culture that makes this state a standout in the industry. That culture is marked by a spirit of independence that will inevitably inspire dozens and dozens more brewers to make their magic in locations from three-story brewpubs to garage-based nanobreweries in the coming years. And it will continue to elevate Colorado in the eyes of beer lovers throughout the world.

Cheers.


CHAPTER 1

COLORADO’S PIONEER BREWERIES

BOULDER BEER





	2880 Wilderness Place

	www.boulderbeer.com




	Boulder (Map 4)

	303-444-8448





Signature beers: Hazed and Infused (dry-hopped amber ale), Mojo IPA, Singletrack Copper Ale

11:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. Monday–Friday; noon to 8:00 p.m. Saturday

Jeff Brown can still picture the summer of 2002, when he would show up to beer festivals and watch other brewers walk the length of the show to try Hazed and Infused, a dry-hopped amber ale that would forever change the fortunes of Boulder Beer Company.

Hazed and Infused wasn’t the brewery’s first head-turning beer. Boulder Beer, after all, is the oldest craft brewery in America, having opened in 1979. And it would not be the last great beer made by the pioneer brewery, which owns more than twenty-five medals from national and international competitions. Its Mojo IPA is lauded as one of the most unique citrus-flavored beers of its kind.

But after nearly two decades of fits and starts, of innovative recipes and severe marketing gaffes, of drawing the attention of every beer connoisseur in America and then nearly watching the brewery close, Hazed and Infused was the sign that Boulder Beer’s legacy would live on. And it ensured that Colorado breweries that open today can owe a debt of gratitude not to a footnote in the history of craft brewing but to a beer maker that is as alive and vibrant as it was when it shocked the country by rolling out one of the first porters made in the United States in more than a century.

[image: Images]

Boulder Beer cofounder David Hummer examines bottles from the first craft brewery to open in Colorado since Prohibition in the company’s early days. Courtesy of Boulder Beer.

“I think people take a sense of pride in a brewery like ours that has a community,” says Brown, Boulder Beer’s president. “I still feel like we’re the neighborhood brewery. Because we’ve been around since ’79, I think there are some people who have the perception that we’re much larger than we are.”

Boulder Beer’s story began in the most unlikely of places: the Joint Institute for Astrophysics at the University of Colorado. Physics professor David Hummer demonstrated to a colleague that he’d figured out how to make an English-style mash in a five-gallon Thermos cooler and brew a beer that couldn’t be found in any local store. That colleague, physics professor and homebrewer Randolph “Stick” Ware, came up with an idea.

“I told David: ‘We have to start a brewery,’” Ware recalls. Such words bordered on absurd back then. Only forty-two breweries existed in the United States, and though some entrepreneurs were producing hoppier and darker selections, no one was challenging the big boys.

“I think the glorified homebrew concept was interesting and cute and didn’t seem quite as crazy as somebody saying they were going to start a large-scale brewery,” says Sierra Nevada Brewing founder Ken Grossman, a fellow pioneer who corresponded with the professors in the early days.

Hummer and Ware built a one-thousand-square-foot, two-story brewery on a Boulder County goat farm, a place Grossman remembers as “primitive.” They chose the farm because their wives nixed the idea of a basement brewery, Hummer later told the Rocky Mountain News.

Colorado’s first microbrewery began selling its products on July 4, 1980. Producing a bitter, a stout and that breakthrough porter, Hummer and Ware found people intrigued by these new versions of classic English-style beers. Brewing legends like English beer writer Michael Jackson and American Homebrewers Association founder Charlie Papazian dropped by to see what was happening.

But after six months of success, the wheels started to come off. The funneling system got infected with lactobacillus, a type of bacteria, and brewers had to dump entire batches. With no cash to pay for the losses, both Hummer and Ware mortgaged their homes. They couldn’t pay salaries or payroll taxes, so the brewmaster left.

[image: Images]

Early admirers enjoy Boulder Beer, including British beer writer Michael Jackson (lower left corner) and Great American Beer Festival founder Charlie Papazian (standing at left). Courtesy of Boulder Beer.

Ware remembered meeting someone years before who had pitched the idea of taking companies public by issuing penny stocks. He tracked down that man and signed on to the plan. And Boulder Brewing Company, as it was originally known, suddenly found itself sitting on $1.7 million in cash.

Confident they were over the hump, Hummer and Ware stepped away from day-to-day operations, though Ware remained on the board of directors. In 1984, the board built the current, spacious brewery in an industrial section of Boulder. It produced eight thousand barrels a year and sold beer in twenty-six states. As beers like Sam Adams and Sierra Nevada were catching on nationally, Boulder was among the leaders in a new trend.

But the company wasn’t making money. And that drove the board to make decisions that were meant to improve the bottom line but that nearly killed the brewery. The first misstep was the “Ugly Beer” campaign, recalls Brown, who at the time was a restaurateur and sponsor of the fledgling Great American Beer Festival. Featuring an image of a sunglasses-wearing beer bottle hidden under a brown paper bag, the ad explained that unfiltered beers looked hazier and cloudier than American megabrews and suggested that if drinkers didn’t like that, they could just pour out the sediment-filled last ounce. It bombed.

Then in 1987 came Sport, a Corona-style filtered light beer meant to appeal to the mass audience. Not only was the beer nothing like the darker, more flavorful beers with which Boulder Beer had burst onto the scene, but it was contract-brewed in Shiner, Texas. “It’s almost like they told people: ‘You’re right. We’re never going to get people to drink craft beer, so we’re going to make a mass-produced product,’” Brown says.

Mike Lawrence, the brewery’s fifth president in six years, told the Boulder Daily Camera in 1990: “I’ll admit we prostituted ourselves.” But the self-reflection came too late. Boulder Beer’s full-time staff had shrunk from twenty-six workers to six in just two years. Investors filed a notice of intent to repossess the brewery.

In its darkest hour, the board, which no longer included Hummer or Ware, turned to Frank Day, whose Walnut Brewery in Boulder set the stage for his national chain of Rock Bottom brewery restaurants. Day and his wife, Gina, bought Boulder Brewing, took it private and cleaned house. Gina brought in David Zuckerman from Portland’s BridgePort Brewing to take over beer-making duties. Brown came on to oversee operations.

Zuckerman retooled the classic recipes. He also introduced Buffalo Gold, which thrilled fans of the nearby University of Colorado sports teams—whose mascot is the buffalo—and coaxed lighter-beer drinkers toward craft brews.

The new management team severed almost all of its distribution contracts outside of Colorado until it got problems under control. It expanded the brewery’s kitchen to attract the lunch crowd from the surrounding business park. It opened a tasting room and started tours. And it did something that hadn’t been done in a long time: it asked customers what they thought of the beer.

“In the early ’90s, after we got the brewery turned around, there were a lot of people that really wanted the brewery to be successful,” Brown says. “I think people really want to be able to say, ‘This beer’s made in my hometown’ and be able to promote it to their friends.”

Boulder Porter won a gold medal at the 1992 Great American Beer Festival, the largest gathering of brewers in the country and the annual standard for beer craftsmanship. Between 1990 and 1994, company sales grew by more than 800 percent and production jumped from three thousand barrels a year to more than twenty thousand.

Zuckerman began to introduce one or two new beers a year, including Singletrack Copper Ale, a medium-bodied, full-flavored malty beer that captured national honors. The company changed its name to Rockies Brewing Company to reflect its regional popularity.

In 2001, Zuckerman challenged his brewers to create more assertive styles. That’s when brewer Aaron Hickman pitched the idea for a big batch of his favorite homebrew style—a dry-hopped amber ale he called Hazed and Infused.

As Boulder Beer leaders saw the reaction it got, they knew they had to make a big deal out of it. The company packaged Hazed and Infused with psychedelic-looking labels, and it became the brewery’s top seller within eleven months.

“That was a turning point for us,” Brown says. “Really, I think the success of the company was in producing a beer like nothing else on the market and then being able to market that beer.”

[image: Images]

Current Boulder Beer head brewer Steve Trese gives a tour of the company’s spacious brewery. Courtesy of Boulder Beer.

What followed Hazed and Infused in the “Looking Glass” series was a line of hoppier, maltier and higher-alcohol beers: Mojo IPA, Mojo Risin’ Double IPA, Killer Penguin Barleywine, Obovoid Empirical Stout. These inspired brewers even further, and by the end of the decade the brewery was churning out pilot batches of Oak-Barrel Vanilla Stout and spice-enhanced beers.

In 2004, the brewery, by now assured of its future success, held its first annual Goatshed Revival to honor its past. Papazian presented Hummer and Ware with a plaque recognizing the pioneering spirit that helped launch craft beer in the United States.

In 2005, the brewery changed its name again to Boulder Beer Company to honor its roots and its community. Its stamp is seen throughout Boulder. It hosts city functions and charitable events, and Brown encourages his staff members to suggest ways the company can support their favorite nonprofits.

Today, Brown is a dispenser not only of beer but of advice as well. Brewers who seek out his counsel often ask how to weather the tough times and survive. “I think our influence has also been what you can do to really remake yourself as a brewery, having gone through some very rough times in the late 1980s and having come back from that and having remade ourselves again with Hazed and Infused and Mojo,” he says.

Ware, who can often be found in the taproom sipping a Mojo, laughs in retrospect at the missteps of two college professors wading into the corporate world. “We made every mistake in the book. We weren’t businessmen, and I wanted to make beer,” the cofounder acknowledges.

But he also understands that from that crazy idea came not just a company that is stronger than ever as it enters its fourth decade of business but an industry of more than one hundred small, local breweries in the state that followed it—as well as thousands nationwide.

“We had no dream that this would be this popular,” Ware said during the thirtieth-anniversary celebration of Boulder Beer. “I guess it worked out well.”
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Boulder Beer celebrates its pioneering heritage at an annual festival called the Goatshed Revival, in honor of the farm structure that first housed the brewery. Courtesy of Boulder Beer.

CARVER BREWING





	1022 Main Avenue

	www.carverbrewing.com




	Durango (Map 1)

	970-259-2545





Signature beers: La Plata Pilsner, Old Oak Amber Ale, Jack Rabbit Pale Ale

6:30 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. daily

Not long after brothers Bill and Jim Carver opened a bakery on Main Street, Durango, in 1986, they decided making beer was an extension of making bread. So in December 1988, Carver Brewing opened in that bakery, becoming the second operating brewpub in Colorado, just two months behind Wynkoop Brewing.

Since then, some one hundred other brewpubs have opened in the state, and Durango is home to three other breweries. But Carver remains in the heart of town, and you can only get its beer at the brewpub—a reflection of the owners’ close-to-home mindset.
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Current Carver Brewing co-owners Erik Maxson, Aaron Seitz and Michael Hurst gather with founder/owners Bill (second from left) and Jim (far right) Carver. Courtesy of Carver Brewing.

“We’re not looking to take over the world,” says Erik Maxson, head brewer since 1999 and a co-owner. “It’s not important to us that you get a Carver’s beer in Texas…What’s important to us is to take care of the people where you live.”

Like many early brewpubs, Carver’s existence began with hiccups. The truck driver who was supposed to deliver its first kegs quit in mid-job and left them instead at a rest stop 190 miles away in Grants, New Mexico. The brothers found their way south to retrieve them.

After that, Durango residents migrated to the new brewery. Locals took to the La Plata Pilsner and the Raspberry Wheat Ale, one of the first beers nationally to use raspberries. Families enjoyed the hot soups served in beer-bread bowls, and the Carvers let them know kids were welcome by putting out a box of toys.

By the time the second wave of Durango breweries was opening, Carver was an institution. Ska Brewing cofounder Dave Thibodeau remembers nervously approaching the brothers to ask if he could put his first tap in town in their restaurant. They embraced the idea, and a Ska tap remains in the brewpub today.

Carver’s beers “straddle one foot in England and one foot in the U.S.,” Maxson says. The brews include ambers and browns, pale ales and imperial pilsners. One fermenting tank is always dedicated to a cask ale.

Maxson also embraces experiments. An herb shop sits next door to the brewpub, and he frequently wanders in to find something that he can use to spice up his beers. Or he meanders to the kitchen of the brewpub and picks out some freshly roasted beans for his Powerhouse Porter with Coffee.

If Ska and its nationwide distribution chain is the bullmastiff in town, Carver is the Jack Russell terrier, the “little dog on the block,” as Maxson puts it. But it’s also become the patriarch of the local brewing scene.

Each April 7, Carver turns into a speakeasy, where members of the four local breweries’ “Bootleggers Society” discuss the history of Prohibition in the town.

“I have huge ambition,” Maxson says, “but I focus my ambition here.”

COORS BREWING





	Twelfth and Ford Streets

	www.millercoors.com




	Golden (Map 2)

	303-277-BEER (2337)





Signature beers: Coors, Coors Light, Killian’s Irish Red

Tours 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. Monday–Saturday, noon to 4:00 p.m. Sunday; closed Tuesday–Wednesday, Labor Day to May 31

To call Coors brewery, founded in 1873 in Golden, simply a Colorado beer-making pioneer would be a gross understatement. The truth is, much of American beer is a descendant of Coors.

The brewery introduced the aluminum can to the United States. It described its main product as a “light lager” before other megabreweries caught on to the concept. And it pioneered refrigerated trucks to keep its beer fresh on cross-country journeys.

And it all came from humble beginnings.
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A Colorado classic—Coors Brewing Company has been brewing with Rocky Mountain water since 1873. Courtesy of Coors Brewing.

Adolph Coors stowed away on a ship from Germany to the United States at age twenty-one and made his way to Colorado. He originally named his business Golden Brewery and introduced Golden Lager in 1874. It won awards at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.

Coors kept his brewery alive through Prohibition by producing malted milk and manufacturing ceramic dinnerware and pottery. Coors Brewing emerged in 1933 without having laid off a single employee, and it was one of the few breweries in the western United States that returned seamlessly to making beer.

Coors didn’t market itself for the next forty-five years, yet it grew a national mystique. The plot of the 1977 movie Smokey and the Bandit revolved around bootlegging Coors cross-country.

In 1978, the company debuted its “Silver Bullet,” the Coors Light brand that would go on to represent 70 percent of its sales. In the next decade, it expanded sales to every state and introduced creations like Keystone and Killian’s Irish Red.

Though the company merged with Molson in 2005 and then formed a joint venture with Miller in 2007, its soul remains in Golden, where it continues to operate the largest single-site brewery in the world. Coors Banquet is brewed only there—with the Rocky Mountain spring water that has defined the company’s advertising campaign.

Today, the brewery tour attracts 250,000 visitors per year. It includes a spin by the statue of Adolph Coors in downtown Golden, and free samples are offered at the end.

The brewery encourages volunteerism among its employees in order to keep close touch with its hometown. It’s the same altruistic spirit that led it to create the aluminum can but not patent the product, so that all of America could use it.

Al Timothy, longtime Coors vice-president of community affairs, hopes beer drinkers support craft brewing and go out from time to time to brewpubs that began popping up more than a century after Adolph Coors began his business. But, he adds jovially, “When they come home, we hope they’ll have a case of Coors Light in their refrigerator.”

CRESTED BUTTE BREWING





	212 West Highway 50

	www.cbbrewingco.com




	Gunnison (Map 1)

	970-641-4487





Signature beers: Red Lady Ale (red ale), White Buffalo Peace Ale (pale ale) The brewery has closed since this book’s publication.

In the early 1990s, Gary Garcia cut a striking pose. The founder of Crested Butte Brewing traveled throughout the state with a horse trailer in tow to bring liquor stores his hand-bottled beer. “It was like Lonesome Dove delivering craft beer,” remembers Joe Peters, manager of Applejack Wine and Spirits in Wheat Ridge.

Crested Butte was the seventh brewery to open post-Prohibition in Colorado, and its beers, especially Red Lady Ale, caught the state’s imagination. Located in the Idle Spur restaurant in downtown Crested Butte, it was a haven for locals and visiting skiers.

After Garcia died, the brewery passed to his son Randy and to Randy’s father-in-law, actor Tom Skerritt, best known as the star of the TV series Picket Fences. Skerritt pumped money into the business, and in 2000 it went big time, distributing its beer to twenty-two states.

But before the end of that year, the brewery buckled under missed orders. Its owners retreated and sold beer only out of the restaurant.

In 2008, more bad fortune: a snowfall brought down the roof of the Idle Spur. Robin Loyed, who had bought the brewery a year before, moved Crested Butte Brewing to Gunnison, roughly twenty-eight miles away, and did not reopen it until late 2010.

Loyed knew that Crested Butte Brewing had produced nationally award-winning beers and gained a loyal following. But it was only as he was preparing to resurrect the brewery that he learned just how influential the pioneer brewery had been. Months before Crested Butte even began putting out its product again, Denver bars called to inquire about ordering his beer. When asked how they knew about it, they said that they asked patrons to recommend guest taps, and many recalled their love of Red Lady Ale and other products.

“They were great beers,” Loyed says. “Some people would come to Crested Butte, and they would ski or they would mountain bike, and they’d have a Red Lady and it was a great experience.”

The new Crested Butte Brewing features a kitchen, giant patio and five classic beers on tap. In addition to Red Lady—a beer so famed it appeared in a 2000 national microbrew calendar—there is Paradise Crisp Golden Ale, White Buffalo Peace Ale, Jokerville IPA and Rodeo Stout Oatmeal. Loyed hopes to create a new batch of seasonals and offer as many as eleven beers on tap.

Eventually, he plans to distribute to liquor stores again, too. This time, he’ll stick to Colorado—and the beers won’t be sold out of a horse trailer.

DURANGO BREWING





	3000 Main Avenue

	www.durangobrewing.com




	Durango (Map 1)

	970-247-3396





Signature beers: Durango Wheat, Durango Dark Lager, Durango Derail Ale (strong ale)

Noon to 10:00 p.m. Tuesday–Saturday; 3:00 to 9:00 p.m. Sunday–Monday

For the first sixteen years after its 1990 opening, Durango Brewing was a sleepy outpost with a cook-it-yourself grill and a reputation that didn’t extend very far outside of southwest Colorado.

But in 2006, managing brewer Scott Bickert took over the historic brewery and vowed to change its “sit back, relax, that’s cool, let’s make some beer” attitude. It hasn’t become an overly serious place—the Wednesday night open-mike bluegrass jam sessions don’t bring in the buttoned-down crowd—but Durango Brewing now feels like it’s got somewhere to go.

In 2007, Bickert began exporting his brews to bars throughout Denver. Durango Brewing is also bottling its classics and experiments, such as the two-time gold medal–winning Derail Ale double golden ale.

Recipes for the four staple beers—a wheat, a golden ale, an amber ale and a dark lager—remain largely true to the originals. These days, there are just more of them to enjoy. When Bickert took over, Durango Brewing had been producing about 1,100 barrels a year; by 2009, he had nearly doubled that total.

The new owners also built a taproom, popular with the happy hour crowd, in 2007. Half the nights of each week, cooks post menus on a chalkboard. The other nights the brewery sells meat, supplied by the farmer who gets the brewery’s spent grain, and lets customers cook it themselves.
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In addition to distributing statewide, Durango Brewing, founded in 1990, fills its bombers for local residents. Courtesy of Durango Brewing.

Durango Brewing makes beer that, except for the 8.5 percent alcohol-by-volume Derail Ale, “is pretty much…the most drinkable, cleanest beer possible,” Bickert says. The amber ale is decidedly unhoppy. The wheat is popular with the college crowd. And though Great American Beer Festival judges say the blueberry wheat ale is too subtle, that means the fruit is not overpowering and at the right level for Bickert.

Durango Brewing touts its pioneer history on its labels and on signs throughout the brewery. But it isn’t stuck in the past. Rather, it’s looking forward to letting a new generation of statewide drinkers know of beers that were conceived early in the craft-brewing movement that its fans find very satisfying even today.

“I want to say there’s an end, there’s a ceiling” to growth, Bickert says. “But I don’t know until I get there.”

ESTES PARK BREWERY





	470 Prospect Village Drive

	www.epbrewery.com




	Estes Park (Map 1)

	970-586-5421





Signature beers: Longs Peak Raspberry Wheat, Stinger Wild Honey Wheat, Redrum Ale

11:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. Sunday–Thursday; 11:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m. Friday–Saturday

While Colorado’s earliest craft breweries concentrated on introducing their hometowns to new styles of beer, Estes Park Brewery set out to enlighten a different audience.
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