
here—if you want to do any 
one thing, you have to move 
everything out of the way to 
do that one thing.” 

5 Success will  
follow quality 
Size be damned, Alpine’s 
550-odd barrels a year cause 
a sensation. McIlhenney bet 
that, if his recipes were good 
enough, customers would find 
him. And he was right. “Part of 
our model is to brew quality 
beers, and everything else 
takes care of itself. We don’t 
market, we don’t advertise—
word of mouth has got us to 
this reputation, and it’s based 
on making good beer. If you’re 
going to use that approach—
no marketing—you’d better 
make good beer. It’s worked for 
us so far. We can’t make near 
enough beer.”

6 True flavor endures
Alpine’s most celebrated beer 
is Pure Hoppiness. Inspired by 
Vinnie Cilurzo’s (now defunct) 
Blind Pig Brewing Company, 
McIlhenney first brewed the 
recipe at home in 1998, and 
released the massive Double 
IPA two years later. His Irish 
Red is even older—he’s been 
mucking around with that 
recipe since 1986. Beer drink-
ers’ tastes have changed 
drastically since the two beers 
were crafted, but they remain 
popular standbys. “That’s really 
the driving force, good flavor,” 
he says. “Flavor is always 
number one.”

7Bitter isn’t better
McIlhenney isn’t afraid to 
use traditional bittering hops 
for flavor and aroma, and 
he end-loads his hopping 
schedule with late additions 
so his beers are huge on flavor, 

without bitterness. He also 
uses “no less than 2 pounds 
a barrel in dry hops.” When 
his IPAs are conditioning, 
McIlhenney pulls beer off the 
side of the tank and blows 
it back in through the tank’s 
bottom. “It blows the hops 
up in the beer,” he explains. 
“It utilizes the hop aroma as 
much as possible.” 

8 Throw out the stats
“Anybody that’s advertis-
ing that they have ‘x’ IBUs 
in their beer is only using it 
because they’re trying to get 
a ‘wow’ factor out of it, but 
over-bitter beer is not enjoy-
able,” McIlhenney argues. 
“We don’t list IBUs on our 
hoppy beers for that reason, 
because we don’t want to 
play that game. It’s not where 
good taste is at. The guys 
that have to punch up their 
beers and say they’ve got 
over 100 IBUs—they’re guess-

ing anyways, but it’s probably 
not something you hear 
alongside drinkable. It just 
doesn’t happen that way.”

9 Just brew it
To anyone hoping to tread 
the homebrewer-to-superstar 
path, McIlhenney says, “Keep 
brewing. It’s fun. It’s reward-
ing. You can brew to whatever 
complexity you’d like. You can 
keep it simple, with plastic 
buckets, or you can go crazy 
in steel. When I was compet-
ing, there were guys winning 
medals who were brewing in 
plastic buckets just as often as 
they were brewing with a nice 
fancy fermenter. You can make 
good beer on any scale.”

Paul McMorrow is a writer living  
in Boston, Mass. Visit him at 
paulmcmorrow.com.


