Preface


Why breweries? Why bother writing about this long forgotten local industry? 

     As a kid growing up in the predominately Irish neighborhood of Bridgeport during the 1950s and early '60s, there were two distinctive smells I'll always remember, the putrid fumes of the nearby Chicago Stockyards and the balancing sweet malt aroma from our two neighborhood breweries. Living just blocks away from both industries, the aroma of the breweries was, understandably, more appealing. 

In my youth, little did I know that one neighborhood brewery had once belonged to gangster Johnny Torrio, later passed on to the control of Al Capone and, eventually, Frank Nitti. During National Prohibition, the later renamed Canadian Ace Brewery was known as the Manhattan Brewing Company, supplying much of the thirsty South Side with illegal brew. 

But now they're gone. A few years ago, I tried to find some information about the old Chicago brewing industry, but most books of local history were useless. It was almost as though the industry had never existed. That is why this book was written.  

This study attempts to present a general history of Chicago breweries and a number of local events dealing with beer and brewing from 1833, when William Haas and Konrad Sulzer established a small brewery for a grateful population of almost two hundred, to contemporary times, where only one lone Chicago brewery exists. No other work details the history or influence of the once great Chicago brewing industry or the effects that the brewery owners, products and policies had on the inhabitants and events of the city. It is not meant to be an exhaustive study, but does attempt to consolidate much of what is known of Chicago's breweries into one colorful and easily readable work.

Research for this book was often challenging, limited by the lack of concise, readily available information for an industry that once was an important element of the city. That local historians have chosen to neglect the political, economic, cultural and social importance of the Chicago brewing industry or to document the positive and negative contributions of local brewery owners is what I found most amazing during my research for this book. Upon completion of this work, I’m still baffled by this historical oversight. 

     For our purposes, I have defined the territorial boundaries of old Chicago as they exist today. In 1889, the townships of Hyde Park, Jefferson, Lake and Lake View were swallowed up by Chicago, tripling the size of the city. This land grab and earlier expansions and annexations makes the argument of what really was the true territory of Chicago, as discussed in BEER: A History of Brewing in Chicago, a nagging, but probably valid one. By using the contemporary city borders, I am following the lead of brewing industry researchers, Donald Bull, Manfred Friedrich and Robert Gottschalk, co-authors of American Breweries, © Bullworks, 1984. An excerpt from their detailed list of past and present American breweries serves as the appendix of Chicago breweries in this book.  

     The brewers of Chicago were political figures, entrepreneurs, philanthropists, millionaires, socialites and scoundrels. By the early 1890s, the Americanized second and third generation of brewing families had been absorbed into the elite social strata of the city. The marriage of Adeline Huck, daughter of brewery owner and grain trader Louis Huck, to Marshall Field, Jr. before the turn of the century, was one of social significance. The brewing community was no longer perceived as a rough and tumble group of mostly German immigrants, but one of wealth and power. Early editions of Chicago social registers list the names of brewers Huck, Seipp, Wacker, Bemis and others, included with the more familiar names of renowned Chicago families such as McCormick, Field, Swift and Pullman. However, the turbulent years of World War I, with questions of the allegiance of the brewers to the Stars and Stripes and almost four years of the local brewing fraternity willingly subverting the goals of National Prohibition, wiped out much of the prestige and respect the pioneer brewing families had striven so hard to achieve.  

     Prior to National Prohibition, the industry’s relationship to Chicago’s fiscal well being was unparalleled, with an economic influence that far exceeded that of other, more notable local concerns. Chicago breweries, with their many affiliated saloon outlets, contributed over 25% to the city of Chicago's yearly revenue in the form of brewery permit and saloon licensing fees. For years, most local politicians had understood this fiscal dependency and had acted accordingly, side stepping the festering issue of saloon reform. The loss of this annual windfall during the first years of Prohibition had even prompted a desperate Chicago City Council to petition Congress in 1923 to remove the congressional ban on light beers and wines, noting in the petition that the city had already lost $32,000,000 of anticipated revenue in the first four years of National Prohibition. Not only did city revenues suffer as a consequence of the Noble Experiment, but so did the many local peripheral trades such as the malt, cooper and architectural firms that had long enjoyed the encompassing success of the brewing industry. It’s almost understandable that so many brewery owners and once law-abiding citizens were willing to ignore the restrictions of the Eighteenth Amendment and the Volstead Act; for some, it was a matter of economic survival.  

     With many of the restrictions of National Prohibition lifted on the brewing industry in April of 1933, the question remains. Why did the local brewing industry later fail? As we shall see, Chicago was an ideal centralized location for the production and national distribution of beer. Blessed with an abundance of water from Lake Michigan and positioned as the center of the grain industry and railroad commerce, Chicago brewers used only two of these assets to further their industry. The local brewing industry, as a whole, never demonstrated the aggressive initiative of smaller sized Milwaukee and St. Louis in the exportation of their products. Milwaukee brewer Val Blatz had already established a downtown depot in Chicago before the Civil War, decades before Chicago’s Golden Era of brewing during the 1880s. In the overly saturated, smaller sized markets of Milwaukee and St. Louis, exportation of surplus beer meant continued sales; more importantly, it meant survival. In time, export sales would mean regional, and later, national domination of the beer market. 

Content in what had appeared to be a large and ever growing market in Chicago, the belated efforts of a minority of smaller local breweries in shipping to outside markets before the 

twentieth century were often hampered by the earlier inroads made by the far sighted Schlitz, Miller, Phil Best (later Pabst) and Anheuser-Busch concerns. As the out of town brewers were initially forced to expand their businesses beyond their own small markets, the Chicago brewers stood passively by as the aggressive shipping brewers literally poured their products into the huge Chicago market. Weakened by the costs of modernization, ill conceived and poorly managed foreign buyouts by English investors, increased local competition, market saturation and the resultant price wars of the 1890s, Chicago’s brewing industry proved no match for the successful shipping brewers whose markets increased with the demise of every short sighted, family operated neighborhood brewery. 

     National Prohibition obviously played a major role in fostering the end of the local industry. With the advent of Repeal, the Chicago brewers found themselves facing many of the same problems they had contended with during the pre-Prohibition era. But with the end of Prohibition, there were additional obstacles which furthered the industry’s demise. Brand loyalty had become non existent in Chicago; to the average beer drinker, whether brewed as a non alcoholic near beer and later needled  with alcohol to bring up it’s strength or a clandestinely brewed full strength drink, beer had simply become beer during National Prohibition. 

     Plants idled for almost fourteen years were deemed too expensive to modernize for many of the families that owned the smaller neighborhood breweries. Of the thirty-seven Chicago breweries that closed with the advent of Prohibition or were forced to close in the succeeding years, only twenty-four went back into production when the manufacture of beer was again legalized in 1933. Of these surviving breweries, most were now controlled by new owners. Those families that had abandoned the industry, soon distanced themselves and succeeding generations from the stigma of brewery ownership. But attempts by local brewers to lower cost, maintain a reasonable profit margin and secure their place in the Chicago market were often met with poorly formulated cost cutting measures and a resultant falling off in product quality. The shipping brewers were slowly winning the generations-long battle for Chicago market supremacy. In the immediate years after World War II, it would become apparent that the Chicago brewing industry was destined to fail. 

What’s now left behind is a nationwide brewing oligarchy, run by what many believe to be faceless corporations, but that is a simplistic argument. Behind the corporate logos, the saturation advertising XE "advertising"  and the successes and failures demonstrated at yearly stockholder meetings are real men and women who make the decisions that ultimately influence what brand of beer sits in your refrigerator today.

And in a great beer-drinking city like Chicago, the battle continues.

Prozit!

Bob Skilnik

March 13, 2006
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