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1 Check your blood
Cilurzo jokes that he has 

“fermentation in [his] blood.” 
His parents were winemakers 
in Temecula, CA, and he grew 
up with steel tanks and yeast. 
He fell for homebrewing in the 
late ’80s while living in San 
Diego, and a tour of European 
breweries shortly thereafter 
sealed the deal: “I came back, 
and I’m like, ‘I’m definitely 
gonna do this for a living.’ ”

2 Not fair = all right
After Europe, Cilurzo 

went back to work for his 
parents. He’d work in their 
wine cellar all day and then 
homebrew most nights, hon-
ing his recipes. “Talk about 
the ultimate homebrewing 
setup,” he recalls. “There were 
sloped floors. There were 
drains. If you had a boil-over, 
you’d just grab the water hose 
that’s got 30 gallons a min-

ute—it wasn’t really fair. I was 
probably brewing 10 gallons 
of IPA a week and then trying 
something experimental.”

3Into the pot it goes
The stuff Cilurzo was 

brewing, both in San Diego 
and in Temecula, was border-
ing on extreme—especially by 
late-’80s/early-’90s standards. 
“We made some traditional 
pale ales, some IPAs, but 
were doing some pretty 
crazy stuff,” Cilurzo says. 
“We made a beer using Petit 
Syrah grapes from my parents’ 
vineyard. We used prickly 
pears in one beer.” He’d throw 
ingredients into a pot and see 
what came out. “We were just 
experimenting.”

4Bust outta class
Experimentation and a 

ton of reading, taught Cilurzo 
virtually all he needed to know 
about brewing. “I’d taken 
two or three short courses 
at UC Davis, and I honestly 
took them so early on in my 
homebrewing venture that I 
probably didn’t know half the 
stuff that Dr. [Michael] Lewis 
was talking about,” he con-
fesses. “It’s always interesting 
to see these brewing students 
roll through, just shaking 
their heads in disbelief that 
we’re actually running a 
brewery with four strains of 
Brettanomyces and Lactobacil-
lus and Pediococcus floating 
around. What we’re doing is so 
counterculture to what they’re 
taught. Not that what they’re 
taught is wrong—it’s great to 

Ten years ago, Vinnie Cilurzo and his wife, Natalie, 
brought aggressively hopped beer to the heart of 
California’s wine country. In the intervening years, 
the couple has taken Russian River Brewing Company 
independent, won an unimaginable number of awards 
and launched a revolutionary line of barrel-aged sour 
Belgians. They’re now preparing to break ground on a 
new brewery and bottling facility that’ll allow Russian 
River to greatly expand their distribution reach.
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Cilurzo, seen just before 

cracking open a barrel  

of monkeys.
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