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1Choose your destiny
Pat McIlhenney didn’t have any 
grand aspirations when he first 
started homebrewing, in 1983. 
It was just that he couldn’t 
stomach the schwill most people 
were passing off as beer. That 
all changed once breweries like 
Mendocino started cropping up 
in California. “Early on,” he says, 
“I decided, I’m going to have a 
brewery someday.” He got seri-
ous about his hobby. He took 
meticulous notes, took competi-
tion critiques seriously and me-
thodically built a killer portfolio 
for the brewery he knew he’d 
eventually open. 

2Learn the craft, and then 
learn the job
Knowing how to craft a recipe 
is one thing. Knowing how to 

operate a commercial brewery 
is another. McIlhenney got 
the latter down at San Diego’s 
legendary AleSmith Brewing 
Company, where he volunteered 
as a brewing assistant. “There 
were certain things you can 
only learn by doing it, or seeing 
how it’s done,” he says. “Just the 
simple, how to clean a tank, or 
how to mix up sanitizers, how 
to make hose connections with 
as little microbial intrusion as 
possible—the nuts and bolts of 
working in a brewery.”

3Make it your own
McIlhenney struck a deal with 
AleSmith in 1999 that led to the 
brewery contract brewing one of 
his homebrew recipes, an Irish 
Red. “I immediately found that I 
couldn’t make enough,” he says. 

That was the push he needed. 
He bought a used brewhouse, 
found some commercial space 
in his hometown and built it out 
himself. “Everything done on the 
cheap,” he jokes. He cobbled the 
cold box together out of several 
different manufacturers’ parts 
and assembled the boiler out 
back. “What’s really neat is, it 
works, and it’s pretty efficient.”

4 Size doesn’t matter
Somehow, McIlhenney shoe-
horned a 12-barrel brewhouse 
and four fermenters into a 1300-
square-foot space. “It’s tiny, by 
most standards,” he says. Most 
everything, from pallets to the 
bottling system, is on wheels. A 
two-person team hand-bottles 
at the pace of 12 cases per hour. 
“It’s very challenging to work 
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Pat McIlhenney 
decided that he 

was going to be a 
brewer well over 
a decade before 

he founded Alpine 
Beer Company in 

2002. The work he 
put in before his 
first commercial 

brew has ensured 
that: Since the day 
he opened Alpine’s 

doors, demand 
has outstripped 

supply—by a 
long shot. The 

tiny brewery is 
now readying an 

expansion that will 
include a new 

BBQ pub and a 
tripling in brewing 

capacity. Only 
triple? That won’t 
be nearly enough. 
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