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1“You need to learn  
about this”

Norgrove’s first exposure to 
beermaking came when he 
was stationed with the Army 
in La Crosse, Wis. “If you went 
to the old G. Heilman Brewery 
in uniform, you could drink 
for free,” he recalls. After “sev-
eral weekends” of indulging 
in the brewery’s patriotism, 
a brewer grabbed him and 
showed him around the facil-
ity. “He said, ‘Hey kid, if you’re 
going to keep coming in, you 

need to learn about this.’” 
Soon, Norgrove was devour-
ing books on homebrewing. 
His journey away from Pabst, 
Old Style and Coors—his 
beverages of choice during 
college—had begun in haste. 

2Study, find inspiration, 
then do it yourself

After the service, he returned 
to California and snagged a 
“wonderful” job welding and 
fabricating custom mountain 
bikes. In his spare time, he’d 

weld homebrew tower kits for 
the Beverage People’s Byron 
Burch and Nancy Vineyard, 
who also taught him to brew. 
Hooked, he sought out brew-
ers at Anchor, and wound up 
meeting with Mark Carpenter. 
Carpenter connected Norgrove 
with Paddy Giffin, who was 
brewing at Marin, and with 
Brendan Moylan. Norgrove 
apprenticed for the pair for 
a year, and when his cycling 
company was sold to a foreign 
outfit, he decided to make a 
run at opening his own brew-
ery. “Seeing Brendan Moylan 
develop Moylan’s,” he says, 
“[showed me] that I could make 
it myself.”

3Dream big, but start local
Norgrove founded Bear 

Republic with his father—the 
man who has really made the 
brewery’s business thrive, he 
insists. He and his father, a 
Vietnam veteran, secured their 

first loan through the US Small 
Business Administration’s 
veterans’ office—“We didn’t 
have a rich aunt or uncle to go 
to,” he jokes—and though he 
wasn’t sure he wanted to dive 
into “hamburgers and servers 
and all that kind of stuff,” the 
SBA’s consultants urged the 
pair to open a pub with their 
brewery. Sonoma was “ripe” for 
a business that “pushed local 
food and local beers,” and that 
base has supplied the custom-
ers and capital that have slowly 
built Bear Republic into the 
microbrewery that Norgrove 
had dreamed of. The food’s 
pretty good, too.

4Be real
“I make real ale,” Nor-

grove says, proudly. “That 
means I don’t own a filter. I 
don’t play with oils, I don’t do 
synthesized stuff. It’s about 
trying to create something 
that someone’s going to be 
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Brewing Company 
How to go from being you 

to a success in 9 laps

9 steps to beerdom By Paul McMorrow
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Richard Norgrove used to brew a brutally hoppy 
red ale for his mountain biking buddies. Then the 
cycling company he worked at was sold, and he  
figured he’d make a run at brewing for a living. 
Thirteen years later, Norgrove is pumping out 
20,000 barrels a year, and has a pile of awards— 
including the Great American Beer Festival’s (GABF)  
2006 Small Brewer of the Year—on his résumé.  
And mountain bikers still love that red hop bomb. 
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