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   INTRODUCTION





  There has never been a better time to be a beer drinker in Chicago than right now.


  That may sound a bit hyperbolic, or like some mild alcohol-induced exaggeration, but it’s true. Chicago is awash with fresh, locally made beer from breweries in all sizes and styles—from the tiniest basement nanobrewery to the massive million-barrel super-brewery. Brewers in Chicagoland have never been more prolific, more creative, or more inspired than right now.




  I’ve spent a good part of the last few years traveling in search of beer experiences and have been lucky enough to stumble into many great ones—from beer bars in New York City and Washington, D.C., to brewpubs and production facilities in Los Angeles and San Francisco; from amber ales at a tiny Upper Peninsula brewpub near the shores of Lake Superior to the tart, tropical weissbiers made in Miami. Each time I come home to Chicago, I’m reminded that we’re exceptionally lucky to be a part of the beer culture that we have waiting to be discovered right here.




  The beer revolution has been bubbling around since breweries like Goose Island, Three Floyds, and Two Brothers kicked off decades ago. In the late 2000s, drinkers saw six-packs of Half Acre lager enter the scene, followed by beers from Metropolitan, Haymarket, and Revolution, and the floodgates opened. Seven years after that, there are about 200 different breweries in Illinois, with the vast majority of them within an hour’s drive from downtown Chicago. For those of us who grew up thinking that “Chicago beer” basically started and ended with Old Style, the change is seismic.




  The following couple hundred pages represent an attempt to pull into one place the stories of many of these breweries, brewpubs, taprooms, bars, and beer-friendly restaurants that make up the landscape of the Chicagoland beer enthusiast. From the most traditional lager to the wildest barrel-aged stout and all the wild yeasts and adjunct ingredients in between, you don’t have to look too far to find something made close to home that fits your palate.




  Wanna go get a beer? C’mon, I know a good place. It’s right down the road.






   HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE





This book was created to deliver an overview of the many places in Chicagoland where beer is brewed, poured, and appreciated. It’s one part guidebook, one part brewery mini-biography, and one part story of the growth of the city’s craft beer community (and maybe even a bit of history, too).




  It’s also the first real full listing of the area’s many beer destinations since the words craft beer entered the drinker’s lexicon in the mid-2000s—and, as you can imagine, there’s been a lot of changes since then.




  Since the state of Illinois licenses places as either breweries or brewpubs, that’s what we’ve done here as well. Breweries are broken out by location—North Side, South Side, and ’Burbs—whereas brewpubs receive their own catch-all category, same as beer bars/restaurants and bottle shops. Slightly illogical? Sure, but so is alcohol legislation most of the time. (Why other states allow bars and restaurants to fill growlers but Illinoisans can not, I don’t know, but be glad you can buy beer on Sunday in this state.)




  Hopefully this helps you find someplace new to appreciate the creations of the many brewing minds around town, allows you discover a new beloved bar or restaurant, or even helps you learn something new about an old favorite.




  The actual drinking of the beer you can probably handle yourself.
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   GLOSSARY OF TERMS





Beer is its own world that comes with its own language. We tried to be as conversational and plain-spoken as possible in this book, but sometimes you’ve gotta talk the talk. From contract brews to alt-props to bbl to grain bills, here are the basics you’ll need to know if you want to understand the next hundred pages or so.




  ABV: Alcohol by volume—the percent age of alcohol in a beer. Most beers average around 5 percent ABV, but many stronger beers can get up to 12 percent.




  Ale: Beer brewed with top-fermenting yeast. Ales take less time to ferment than lagers, which is why, in general, most craft beers are ales. Popular styles of ales include pale ales, amber ales, stouts, and porters.




  Alternating Proprietorship: Often shortened to “alt-prop.” An arrangement where one brewery will temporarily use another brewery’s equipment to make beer. Alt-prop breweries regularly have their own fermentation tanks in their host brewery’s space and often multiple brewing companies can exist in the same space.




  Barrels: Breweries measure the amount of beer they produce in barrels. Barrels are 31 gallons, and a standard keg size is a half-barrel, or 15.5 gallons. A brewery that produces 1,000 bbl per year makes about 248,000 pints of beer.




  BBL: Barrels




  Beer: An alcoholic beverage brewed with malt, water, hops, and yeast. If you’re reading this and you didn’t know that, find the nearest brewery and schedule a tour—they’ll almost certainly start with this information.




  Body: The way a beer feels on the palate in terms of consistency and heft. Light-bodied beers are easy to drink; very full-bodied beers pour like motor oil.




  Bomber: The 22-ounce bottles used to package many craft beers.




  Brewhouse: The system on which breweries make their beer. Chicago area breweries work on brewhouses as small as a single barrel at a time all the way up to 250 bbl monsters.




  Brewpub: Typically a restaurant, but sometimes just a bar, that brews its own beers on-site almost entirely for on-premise consumption. In Illinois, brewpubs can make 5,000 bbls per year, per location.




  Clone brew: A homebrew recipe based on a commercial beer.




  Collaboration: A beer brewed in combination with two different breweries. Collaborations are a way for breweries from different areas share recipe ideas, or just work together as friends.




  Contract brewery: A company that pays someone else to brew and bottle its beer. Some breweries use contracting as a stepping-stone to their own facility, and others remain contracted for their entire existence.




  Craft beer: The term generally used to refer to high-quality, flavorful beer made by independent craft brewers (see next definition). As craft beer grows larger and is increasingly being purchased by larger corporations, this definition is slowly becoming obsolete…but no one has a better idea about what to call it, so we’re kind of stuck with it.




  Craft brewer: According to the Brewers Association, a craft brewer is small (annual production of 6 million barrels of beer or less), independent (less than 25 percent of the craft brewery is owned or controlled [or equivalent economic interest] by an alcoholic beverage industry member that is not itself a craft brewer), and traditional (a majority of its total beverage alcohol volume is beers whose flavor derives from traditional or innovative brewing ingredients and their fermentation). As you can imagine, these definitions get pretty fuzzy as mergers, investments, acquisitions, buyouts, and takeovers occur.




  Distribution: How the beer you drink gets to market. Most beer is delivered by a distributor, a company that takes the beer from the brewery and gets it to the retail market. Distributors are the middle-tier in the three-tier system and play a key role in selling beer as well as getting it into stores. It also keeps the breweries from directly connecting with retailers, as required after Prohibition to keep larger breweries from forcing out smaller ones. See also: self-distribution.




  Double: Most often refers to a higher-alcohol version of a beer, and is often interchangeable with the word imperial. This is separate from Belgian dubbel style beers, which is a specific kind of beer as opposed to an augmentation of a smaller one.




  Dry hopping: A practice of adding hops very late in the brewing process when the beer is in the fermenters in order to add hop aromas to a beer.




  Grain bill: The types and amounts of malt and grain that go into a beer recipe.




  Growler: A 64-ounce jug of beer, usually sold to take home. While most brewery taprooms and brewpubs sell growlers of their beers to go, Illinois bars and restaurants are prohibited from doing so (for now).




  Hops: A flowering plant that grows on a bine; the hop cones are used in beers to produce aroma, bitterness, and flavor. Nearly every beer in the world has hops, which come in a near-endless and ever growing amount of varieties. German hops are often herbal; English hops are earthy and vegetal; while American hops are fruity, piney, and can be really damn bitter.




  IBU: International bittering units is a measurement used to show how bitter a beer is. A beer that’s 20 IBU will have a barely noticable bitterness, whereas a 100+ IBU hop bomb can be massively, palate-wreckingly bitter.




  Lager: Beer brewed with bottom-fermenting yeast at colder temperatures than ales. Lagers take longer to ferment and most styles reveal flaws more readily than ales. Popular styles of lagers include pilsners, Vienna lagers, bocks, and schwarzbiers.




  Malt: Typically refers to specifically malted barley, but often used as shorthand for the other grains that go into a beer. Malt provides the fermentable sugar in beers, as well as its color. The more fermentable sugar, the higher the ABV in a beer. Without malt, a beer would be too bitter from the hops.




  Mash: Brewer’s term for the steeping of the hot water and grains that activates the malt enzymes and converts the starches from the grains into fermentable sugars.




  Microbrewery: A brewery that brews fewer than 15,000 barrels of beer a year.




  Nanobrewery: A brewery that brews 4 barrels of beer per batch or less.




  Tallboys: 16-ounce cans




  Reinheitsgebot: The German beer purity law that states beer can only contain water, barley, yeast, and hops.




  Self-distribution: Quite simply, the ability to sell your own beer to bars, restaurants, and stores. In Illinois, only breweries that produce under a certain amount of beer per year can legally self-distribute their beer. Above a certain size, the brewery is required to go through a distributor to sell its beer.




  Session beer: A catch-all category for low-alcohol beer (under 5 percent) popularized in 2015. Pale ales and IPAs are the most popular session beers, and are characterized by lots of flavor without lots of kick. It’s a beer you can have several of in one long drinking “session.”




  Taproom: A place in a brewery where the public can sample the beers produced on-site. Different municipalities have different rules for tasting beers in a taproom, but it’s always the best place to go for the freshest beer, and often the only place to find certain experimental styles.




  Wort: The sweet liquid that is extracted from the mixing of hot water and malt (mash). Wort contains all the sugars that will be fermented by the yeast to produce alcohol. Many brewers say they don’t make beer, they make wort. Yeast makes beer.




  Yeast: The living organism in beer that causes the sugars to ferment and become alcohol. When yeast eats the sugars in the wort, it produces two things—CO2 and alcohol. While grains and hops are generally assumed to provide much of the flavor of beer, yeast strains can also contribute heavily to the final flavor and feel of a beer.






   BEER STYLES





  There are hundreds of different beer styles in the world, all with their own specific characteristics, flavor profiles, ABV ranges, colors, and aromas. For more details on every beer style that you could imagine, the Beer Judge Certification Program style guidelines are the go-to resource for any info you could want, and it’s easy to find on their website or in their downloadable app. The styles you’ll likely find at your neighborhood brewery are below.




  Amber/Red Ale: A medium-bodied, caramel-malty beer with some mild hop bitterness.




  American Light Lager/American Adjunct Lager: What everyone used to think American beer was. If you hear someone say to the bartender at your local brewpub, “What’s the closest thing you have to Bud Light?”, they’re looking for a light lager. Adjunct lagers are often made with corn or rice to lighten the body (and cheapen the grain bill) but retain the fermentable sugars to create alcohol.




  Barleywine: Not a wine at all, but a high-ABV ale that originated in England. English versions tend to have a sweeter, maltier balance while American versions often have large amounts of hops.




  Berliner Weiss: A German-style sour wheat beer that’s easy drinking, lightly tart, and low in alcohol. It is often augmented with fruit or fruit-flavored syrups.




  Blonde Ale: A yellow, lightly flavored, easy drinking, generally pretty middle-ofthe-road style of beer often flavored with honey.




  Brown Ale: Darker than an amber, not quite a porter or stout, brown ales are generally English-style beers, notable for their nutty, malty, sweet flavor but usually easy-drinking body.




  Dubbel: A Belgian-style brown ale, fairly strong in alcohol content and generally sweet, fruity, and malty.




  IPA: Craft beer’s favorite style and one that came into its own when American brewers began amping up the bitterness. Most believe this strongly hopped ale was created in the UK when beer was being shipped to India. The high hop content added a level of preservative to the beer to make it stay drinkable on the long trip. Nowadays most IPAs don’t travel much farther than a few miles, but drinkers seem to require the high hop levels regardless.




  ESB: Extra-special bitter. A traditional malt-heavy English pub ale with low bitterness, usually served on cask.




  Gose: Pronounced goes-uh, this wheat beer has a tart flavor that originated in Germany and usually has a grain bill made up of at least 50 percent malted wheat as well as coriander and salt. This beer was all but forgotten until recent years, but a recent resurgence in interest in sour beers has brought the style back to the forefront.




  Kölsch: A light, refreshing German-style ale originated in Cologne, Germany.




  Pale Ale or American Pale Ale: Quite similar in structure to an IPA, but a little bit less intense and more easy-drinking. Generally not as strong or as hoppy, but can still be very strongly flavored.




  Pilsner: A style of German or Czech lager, usually light in color. Most macro beers are by definition pilsners and so craft brewers basically ignored them for years, until recently when hoppy pilsners and the similarly styled imperial pale lagers began becoming popular again.




  Porter: A dark and hearty ale, very similar to a stout, sometimes imperceptibly so. Dark, roasty, hearty, and made for cooler autumn nights.




  Quad: A strong, Belgian-style ale, typically sweet and high in alcohol.




  Russian imperial stout: A Russian imperial stout is a higher-alcohol, thicker-bodied version of a regular stout. Often times it features adjuncts like coffee or chocolate, or is aged in bourbon barrels for extra-complex flavors.




  Saison: Also known as a Belgian or French farmhouse ale, it used to be brewed in cooler weather to be drank in the warmer season (aka saison). It is fruity, spicy, peppery, dry, and usually highly carbonated.




  Seasonal: A beer that is brewed at a certain time of year to coincide with the seasons. Pumpkin beers, Christmas beers, and Maibocks are all seasonal types of beers. The seasonal beer category is one of the largest selling, thanks in part to the varying tastes of craft beer drinkers.




  Sour: Less a specific style than a characteristic of many different styles, sour beers of all types have been growing steadily in popularity. Sours can be abrasively acidic or just lightly tart; some even have characteristics of vinegar.




  Stout: A strong, dark beer brewed with roasted malts. Various stout styles include dry Irish stouts, oatmeal stouts, and milk stouts made with lactose sugar.




  Tripel: A Belgian-style ale, lighter in color than a dubbel but higher in ABV. It usually doesn’t taste strongly alcoholic, so be aware that these can get you into trouble fast.




  Wheat beer: Beers, such as hefeweizens and witbiers, brewed using wheat along with barley malt and often characterized by a creamy body and a fruity or citrusy flavor. If you see a beer with a lemon or an orange slice on the rim, you’re probably looking at a wheat beer.
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Chicago, North





  FOR YEARS, CHICAGO BEER MEANT ONE THING: GOOSE ISLAND (AND OLD STYLE, BUT I THINK YOU GET WHAT I MEAN). THEN, WITH BREWERIES SUCH AS METROPOLITAN, HALF ACRE, AND REVOLUTION BEGINNING TO OPEN THEIR DOORS AROUND 2009 AND 2010, IT USHERED IN A RENAISSANCE IN CHICAGO BEER PRODUCTION NOT SEEN SINCE PROHIBITION. NOWADAYS MOST NORTH SIDE RESIDENTS ARE NO FARTHER THAN A WALK OR A QUICK CAB RIDE FROM THEIR CLOSEST BREWERY TAPROOM OR BREWPUB, AND THE CITY’S FINEST BOTTLE SHOPS AND BEER BARS ALMOST ALL HAVE A HOME NORTH OF MADISON AVENUE.
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   BREWERIES





  ALARMIST BREWING




  4055 W. Peterson Ave., Chicago, IL 60646; No Phone; Alarmistbrewing.com; @Alarmistbrewing
Founded: 2015 Founder: Gary Gulley Brewer: Gary Gulley Flagship beer: Entrenched IPA Year-round beers: Entrenched IPA, Phobophobia Patersbier Seasonals/Special Releases: Impulsion Oatmeal Stout Tours: No Taproom: In Planning




The story of Alarmist Brewing is really one of perseverance, DIY dedication, commitment to quality and what happens when you straight-up say “screw it, I’m gonna chase that dream.” Alarmist founder Gary Gulley spent years in the trenches of corporate America, all while homebrewing and thinking of someday maybe opening a brewery of his own.




  It was a diagnosis of cancer (Gary’s wife’s) paired with a corporation’s heartlessness that was the real kickstart to Alarmist. When his former employers found out that his wife was ill, the late-forty-ish Gulley found himself out of a job. So at that point, why not start a brewery? At the outset it was called Panic, and beer fans with an obsessive eye could follow the process from paperwork to business plan (ask Gary about it!) to the first pour on his blog. (Gary’s wife turned out okay and his gamble paid off, too.)




  Gulley went to brewers’ school, took an internship with the Metropolitan Brewery team (as so many do), attended brewers’ conferences, and throughout it all kept a phenomenal sense of humor about the whole thing. After finding a space for the brewery on Peterson in the far-northwestern neighborhood of Sauganash (on a former site of the Siebel Brewing Institute, crazily enough), he finally released his first beer in March 2015, the Pantsless pale ale.




  But it wasn’t enough to just release the first beer. Gulley dumped the full first batch of pale ale and posted the video to Facebook, explaining that the beer just wasn't up to his standards. The move surely hurt in the financial short–run, but it earned him a lot of fans who appreciate that kind of dedication to quality. A Belgian single, Phobophobia followed, as did Entrenched, an IPA. Then came beers in bottles and cans, and eventually a taproom.




  Hopefully by now, with the brewery open and underway, the alarm has turned down a notch. Perhaps the panic is over. (Okay, probably not. But it’s nice to think so.)




  ALL RISE BREWING COMPANY




  235 N. Ashland Ave., Chicago, IL 60607; (312) 226-6300; allrisebrewing.com; @Allrisebrewing
Founded: 2014 Founders: Tommy Nicely and Sean McKeough Brewer: Tommy Nicely Flagship beer: Wonder Beer Pale Ale Year-round beers: Three Orange Wit, Reverend Bob’s Uber IPA Tours: No Taproom Hours: Mon through Fri, 11 a.m. to 2 a.m.; Sat, 5 p.m. to 3 a.m.; closed Sunday.




Brewer Tommy Nicely took the long way to opening this brewery with the help of the team at Cobra Lounge. Nicely started out brewing with his dad in high school and got his professional start in the 1990s at Goose’s Fulton & Wood facility just a few blocks away. From there, Nicely spread his wings and headed to Harpoon in Massachusetts, then Lagunitas in California and eventually came home to help the Half Acre brewery get off the ground on Lincoln Avenue. That's where he created the Daisy Cutter, a legendary pale ale.




  Once Half Acre was established, Nicely moved to the Ashland Avenue space to set up the brewery then known as Greyskull Brewing. The rollout was slow but determined, and in fact Nicely wasn’t planning to be leading the All Rise charge. His best friend “Reverend Bobby” Kittrell was going to be the original brewer, with experience bouncing around Baltimore breweries, as well as time spent at Stone and Goose Island. When Kittrell passed away in 2012, Nicely stepped in as a way to both honor his friend and take the opportunity to build something of his own.




  Nicely brews on a 10 bbl brewhouse, which is a decent size for a brand new brewery but tiny in comparison to the 50 bbl at Goose and 200 bbl he worked with at Lagunitas. It is good, though, as the smaller setup gives the All Rise team an opportunity to be creative and flexible with the twleve lines available at the bar. The lineup focuses on traditional English- and German-style beers with an eye on the aggressively–flavored American beer sensibility as well. Their first beer, the Wonder Beer pale ale, was poured at the 2014 Riot Fest, a concert event co-organized by All Rise and Cobra Lounge owner Sean McKeough.
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  Other beers include the Temporary Solution robust porter, an IPA, and an ESB called Exploding Sky, a style not often explored by most brewers. The beer that strikes to the heart of the Chicagoan experience (at least for those who are Blues Brothers fans to the core) is the Three Orange Wit, a nod to the order John Candy places in the seminal Belushi/Ayckroyd film before chasing the brothers Blues across Cook County. It’s a highly seasoned and spiced wheat beer chock full of bright citrus.




  BEGYLE BREWING COMPANY




  1800 W. Cuyler Ave., Chicago, IL 60625; (773) 661-6963; begylebrewing.com; @BegyleBrewing
Founded: 2012 Founders: Kevin Cary and Brendan Blume Brewer: Matt Ritchie Flagship beers: Crash Landed Pale Ale, Begyle Blonde Seasonal beers: Don’t Bring Me Down, Zeus DIPA, Imperial Flannel Pajamas Coffee Stout, Maybe Next Summer APA Tours: Yes Taproom Hours: Mon through Thurs, 12 to 9 p.m.; Fri, 12 to 10 p.m.; Sat 11 a.m. to 10 p.m.; Sun, 12 to 8 p.m.




Begyle’s story started with a pedicab and a dream.




  The founders of Begyle, Kevin Cary and Brendan Blume, were working for their pedicab business, shuttling people around Wrigleyville one pedalstroke after another. At the end of a shift, they’d sit on the back of their rigs and shoot the shit, as people will do. One day one of them said, “We should open a brewery.” And really, that was that.




  Friend and homebrewer Matt Ritchie was brought on board—Cary and Ritchie used to brew together in a turkey fryer after college—and the three of them set out to launch Argyle Brewery. (We’ll get to that in a second.) Space was acquired on Cuyler Avenue at Ravenswood, a small brewhouse was purchased, fermenters acquired, and everything was set to go until an Oregon winery intervened and said they had dibs on the Argyle name.




  After some brief consideration, they landed on Begyle, a bit of a cross between beguile and partigyle, the process of making two beers with one mash. Also, as Cary would say, “If you can’t Argyle, Begyle.” They debuted their beers in August 2012 at the Oak Park Microbrew Review, coming out the gate with their American Blonde and Crash Landed hoppy wheat.
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  Begyle’s main focus was being a neighborhood brewery, super-serving the bars, restaurants, and other local establishments around North Center and Lincoln Square. Their first account was at Lincoln Square’s Grafton restaurant (whose beer buyer would go on to open Only Child Brewing) and they delivered the beers by pedicab. Begyle guests can still view that pedicab on the weekly brewery tours, if you want to see where it all began.




  Part of being dedicated to their immediate surroundings was opening a Community Supported Brewery (CSB). Begyle would go on to be the first brewery in Chicago to offer “subscriptions.” Patrons would sign up for a monthly charge and receive anything from growler fills to sixtel kegs at a slight discount for being regular customers, the idea being that folks in the surrounding blocks would sign up and regularly bring home a few beers from their local brewery.




  Their efforts were low-key and fairly humble as breweries go, but it was enough to get people to take notice. Chicago Magazine named them the city’s best new brewery in 2013. Ongoing construction, expanded brewing capacity, and a barrel-aging program soon followed, as well as collaborations with Fountainhead’s Cleetus Friedman, chef Kevin Hickey of Allium and Bottlefork, and the DryHop brewpub on a beer named for a song called “Johnny Quest Thinks We’re Sellouts,” which eventually became a “collaboration” with the writers of that jam, the ska band, Less Than Jake.




  In 2015 a taproom finally opened, so folks could sit and have a beer in a space that once held artist studios and be surrounded by the four walls that became a quintessential neighborhood brewery. It took three years, but Begyle finally came full circle—the neighborhood they began serving from the back of a bike could now be served beer face–to–face.




  EMPIRICAL BREWERY




  1801 W. Foster Ave., Chicago, IL 60640; (773) 349-2739; empiricalbrewery.com; @empiricalbrew
Founded: 2014 Founder: Bill Hurley Brewer: Nevin McCown Flagship beer: Infinity IPA Year-round beers: Infinity IPA Main Seasonal beers: Phase Transition Porter, 1st Law Belgian Table Beer, Double Helix IPA, Heliotropic Hoppy Pale Ale, 3rd Law Belgian Tripel, Chromatic Imperial Red Ale Tours: Yes Taproom hours (when available): Sun and Tues through Thurs, 12 to 10 p.m.; Fri through Sat, 12 p.m. to 12 a.m.




Some breweries name themselves after places. After attitudes. After their last names. After socks. (Begyle’s original name of Argyle was partially based on one of the owner’s preference for plaid-patterned foot coverings.) Empirical Brewery’s name comes from their process—they aim to create data-driven beers for the best possible flavor combinations. Considering the wide palates of Chicago drinkers, it’s an ambitious endeavor.




  Empirical works out of the corner of Ravenswood and Foster Avenue on the border of Lincoln Square and Andersonville. Plans for the brewery started in 2011 when owners and homebrewers Bill Hurley and Sumit Mehta put their brains together with a love of beer and science, though Empirical wouldn’t start sending kegs to market until the second half of 2014.




  They started big, while most breweries kick off with anything from a nano-sized 1.5 bbl system up to a reasonable 7 bbl system, Empirical planned for the long haul by purchasing a 30 bbl setup and a couple of 60 bbl fermenters at the get-go so they could hit the ground running. The industrial space along the Metra tracks has plenty of room to grow and, with neighbors like Metropolitan and Aquanaut literally just a few minutes walk away, they need not be lonely for brewer conversation.




  They also started with a pro at the helm. Empirical recruited Art Steinhoff, whose experience dates back three decades and includes time at a Kenosha brewpub and at Flatlanders in Lincolnshire, to be their brewmaster. One of their first beers was an eye-opening single IPA called IBU Overload, clocking in at a massive 105 IBUS, aka massively bitter.




  Their taproom opened in late 2015, pouring their already-established lineup of Gamma Ray Ginger Wheat, Infinity IPA, and Phase Transition Porter made with Mexican brown sugar for some latent sweetness and a touch of rum. Enterprising beer geeks could get themselves a flight of experimental beers, however, brewed on Empirical’s test batch system.




  Empirical’s motto is “Exploring the Science of Beer,” which informs their logo, crafted to embody the original cuneiform word for beer found on a 7,000-year-old piece of hieroglyphics. It really lives and breathes in their flight program, which serves a regular beer (the “control” of the experiment) and variations on that beer, with differences in hops, malts, or yeasts. Data collected from the drinkers will help inform future releases of the brew.




  Beer purists may scoff at the idea of literally crowdsourcing a beer— shouldn’t all beers come from the heart and soul of a skilled brewmaster, whose recipes come from a pure core of belief and drinking experience? But really, most brewers riff on beers and vary their recipes all the time, they just don’t tell you about it. Many things in the craft beer are still basically an experiment. The only thing that makes Empirical so different is that they’re up front about it . . . and they want your data. It’s the easiest science fair project you’ll ever work on.




  FINCH’S BEER COMPANY




  4565 N. Elston Ave., Chicago, IL 60630; (773) 283-4839; finchbeer.com; @finchbeer
Founded: 2011 Founder: Ben Finch Brewers of the Round Table: Mike Jacobs, Gordon Scott, Nick Webster, and Grant Thompson Flagship beer: Hardcore Chimera Imperial IPA Main Seasonal beers: Brewers Reserve Series Tours: Soon Taproom: Opening Summer 2016 (Albany Park)


  [image: chpt_fig_004] Finch’s has been a brewery in transition almost since the day they opened. Originally created by graphic designer Ben Finch with his brother Mike and father Ben, they started sending beer out the door in June 2011. Their original lines included Golden Wing, Cutthroat, and a Threadless IPA made in conjunction with the Chicago clothing brand. Cans came out in 2012, and to this date, Finch’s beer is primarily in cans with distribution to more than twenty states.


  Finch’s started in the early rush of Chicago brewing but quickly established itself as a regional player, sending beer fairly far and wide. They expanded from their core lines to add more extreme beers like their Secret Stache vanilla milk stout and the Hardcore Chimera double IPA. They eventually stopped brewing their original beers altogether in favor of new flagships like a pale ale and a new IPA called Chimera, the “baby brother” of the original older hardcore version.


  


  They also started off with one head brewer, but have transitioned to a form of brew-by-committee, with a team of four brewers who collaborate to come up with new products. Working from a 15 bbl brewhouse into a field of 30 bbl fermenters, the team cranked out about 10,000 barrels in 2015 on the city’s northwest side. Though an expansion is underway, it didn’t shape up the way they thought it would.




  Plans for a brewery along the Chicago River were released in December 2014, but were officially taken off the table six months later. At the end of 2015, though, the ever-transitioning brewery found space in Long Grove and started serving as a warehouse in November. A package store, a taproom, and new brewing facility were originally planned to operate from that location, but in May 2015, news broke that Finch’s would pivot their plans once again to take over the Breakroom brewpub in Albany Park, rebrand it as the Finch Kitchen. Brewery investors removed founder Ben Finch from the top of the company, changed the name simply to Finch Beer and also took on the Hopothesis contract brand of beers.




  Things moved along for about six months when things changed again—Finch announced that they were walking away from the brewpub, closing their Elston Street brewery and moving to an all-contract setup. Many breweries move from contract to their own place, but very few ever make the reverse trip. Like the Chicago weather, if you think you know what Finch Beer is up to, wait five minutes and it’ll change again.




  ILLUMINATED BREW WORKS




  415 N. Sangamon Rd., Chicago, IL 60642; no phone; ibw-chicago.com; @IBW666
Founded: 2012 Founders: Matt Shirley and Brian Buckman Brewers: Brian Buckman and Jason Monk Flagship beer: Orange Sunshine Year-round beers: Fnord, Ed’s Legs, Kallisti Main Seasonal beers: Orange Sunshine, Brown Reason to Live Tours: Yes Taproom: Not yet




As breweries become increasingly media savvy and brewers get more and more recognizable, it’s not often you get to describe one as “mysterious,” but the small-batch creations from Illuminated Brew Works fit the bill. Brewing on a 7 bbl system in a small well-hidden West Loop space on gear cobbled together with the help of co-founder Jason Monk’s years of welding experience, he and fellow founder Brian Buckman, along with Matt Shirley, create beers fueled with Belgian yeasts.




  Plans for the brewery go back to the late 2000s and really got underway when Buckman made efforts to open a brewpub in Oak Park but was stymied by investor financing. After that experience, the team collaborated with Andersonville Brewing and DryHop, brewed for a few months at Une Année, and got their first kegs into the world in February 2014.




  They opened their shop later that year and have since expanded their reach to bars around the West Loop as well as being reliably on draft at Avondale’s nationally praised Parachute restaurant. Beers include the Kallisti Belgian strong ale, the Orange Sunshine saison, and the Black Maw, a Belgian strong dark. Plans for 750 ml bottles are in the works, but if you find an IBW beer on draft, snag some before it disappears into the inky black depths of their hidden brewing lair.




  GOOSE ISLAND BREWERY (FULTON & WOOD PRODUCTION FACILITY)




  1800 W. Fulton Ave., Chicago, IL 60612; (800) 466-7363; gooseisland.com; @gooseisland
Founded: 1995 Founder: John Hall Brewers: Jared Jankowski (brewmaster) and Mike Siegel (head of brewing innovation) Flagship beer: Goose IPA Year-round beers: 312 Urban Wheat Ale, Goose IPA, Honkers Ale, Sofie, Matilda, Four Star Pils, Green Line Main Seasonal beers: Bourbon County Stout, Summer Ale, Winter Ale, Goose Island Oktoberfest, Festivity Ale, Lolita, Halia, Gillian, Madame Rose, Juliet Tours: Yes Taproom hours (if available): Thurs through Fri, 2 to 8 p.m.; Sat and Sun, 12 to 6 p.m.




You’ll find the bulk of the Goose Island origin story over in the brewpubs section (see page 127), as the Clybourn place is where a lot of the original legend was built. This production facility, located at Fulton & Wood on the city’s industrial West Side amongst coffee roasters, metal manufacturers, and auto shops, is where that legend was cemented.




  Opened in 1995, the brewery cranked out the original lineup of flagship beers like Honkers, IPA, Nut Brown, and the Oatmeal Stout. In 2003, they introduced their now-famous 312 wheat beer, which went on to win four GABF medals in the English-Style Summer Ale category. The massive popularity of the easy-drinking beer would basically turn the facility into a 312 machine until 2011, when . . . it happened.


 [image: chpt_fig_005]




  The ire and rage of the nation’s beer geeks descended on the Fulton & Wood facility on March 28, 2011. It was that morning that owner John Hall announced that he was selling his brewery to Anheuser-Busch for $38 million dollars. The brewpubs remained independent and owned by Hall (for the moment, at least), but Fulton & Wood, the brands, and the brews all belonged to the King of Beers.




  This announcement, in a world not yet numbed to massive billion-dollar craft beer buyouts, was nothing short of jaw-dropping. For decades Goose Island had been one of the long-time shining beacons of craft beer nationwide, along with breweries like Deschutes and Great Lakes that also opened in 1988. Now it was owned by the same company that had accomplished the feat of making one out of every five beers sold in America a Bud Light. Craft became a commodity that day. And yet, all was not lost.




  Lines like Honkers, 312, and Goose IPA were soon outsourced to Bud breweries in Colorado and New York (and no, the irony of 312 being made in a different area code was not lost on many). This allowed the team of brewers at Fulton & Wood to stretch their legs into new and interesting territories, like creating as much Bourbon County Brand Stout, their heralded barrel-aged brew, as they could to go into national release. Bud helped take one of the craziest, biggest, brashest beers to all points of the country.




  There were casualties. Beers such as Summertime, Nut Brown, Mild Winter, and Pepe Nero were sidelined. Other brews such as Sofie, Matilda, and Green Line grew and grew. The brewers were freed to experiment with flavors like pomegranate, chai tea, and cucumber on a much larger scale. Bourbon County added variants like Bramble Rye and Proprietors and Rare. Over a few years, most level-headed beer fans came to realize that even though A-B/InBev signed the checks, the beer hadn’t suffered a bit. (In fact, I like Goose IPA even better now than I did when it was made at Fulton.)




  The facility came full circle in early 2015 when Goose opened the facility for tours, along with an eighty-seat taproom. Finally the brew-happy public could come in and see what all the fuss was over—a relatively small brewery packed wall to wall with fermenters, a state of the art brewhouse, a special facility for their sour beers, and a small garage holding some of the barrels aging a variety of beers. (A much larger facility farther west holds the bulk of the beer waiting out its time in the barrel.) The taproom featured special one-off beers brewed on a small pilot system, taking the Goose team from brewpub to massive ever-growing brewery back to messing around on a 2 bbl test-batch setup. Kinda poetic.




  HALF ACRE BEER COMPANY




  (Taproom and brewery) 4257 N. Lincoln Ave., Chicago, IL 60618, (Production facility) 2050 W. Balmoral Ave., Chicago, IL 60625, (773) 248-4038; halfacrebeer.com; @HalfAcreBeer Founded: 2006 Founders: Gabriel Magliaro, Matt Gallagher, Maurizio Fiori, and Brian Black Brewers: Matt Gallagher (head brewer), Matt Young (lead brewer), Ryan O’Doherty, Stephan Mance, Justin Emmons, Lee McComb Flagship beer: Daisy Cutter Pale Ale Year-round beers: Daisy Cutter Pale Ale, Pony Pilsner Main Seasonal beers: GoneAway IPA, Lead Feather Black Ale, Akari Shogun American Wheat Ale, Vallejo IPA Tours: Sat, 11:00 a.m., $10 (cash only), 4257 N. Lincoln Ave. Taproom Hours: Closed Mon. Tues through Wed, 11 a.m. to 11 p.m.; Thurs, 11 to 12 a.m.; Fri through Sat, 11 to 1 a.m.; Sun, 11 a.m. to 11 p.m.




[image: chpt_fig_006] Of all the breweries in Chicago, very few of them have proceeded through three very distinct phases in their lifespans, but Half Acre has. Starting as a contract brewer producing a middle–of–the–road lager in Wisconsin, they proceeded to open a small neighborhood brewery in Lincoln Square and produce some astonishingly good beers, the popularity of which forced them to grow into a massive facility a short distance north. From having your beers made by someone else to becoming a Chicago powerhouse, Half Acre’s progress shows what the power of a great pale ale can accomplish.




  Founder Gabriel Magliaro started out blowing glass in Colorado after graduating from the School of the Art Institute. Originally from New Jersey and Pennsylvania (the brewery’s name comes from the town of Devil’s Half Acre near where he grew up), Magliaro found himself falling in love with the culture of beer, specifically Avery Brewing Company. He returned to Chicago and started working on the brewery in 2006, with six-packs of lager hitting the shelves in August 2007.




  In March of 2009, Half Acre took a big step toward becoming the company that it is today, with the opening of their brewery on Lincoln Avenue. They opened their storefront a few months later, and finally folks could go to the source and take home bombers of an ever-growing variety of beers. The Lincoln brewery, using a 15 bbl system purchased from Ska Brewing in Colorado, became the first place where Chicago craft beer was ever canned, the lineup of Daisy Cutter, Gossamer, and Over Ale soon became a must-have for all discerning Chicago beer drinkers.





  A taproom followed in 2012, pouring Half Acre favorites as well as allowing the brewers the chance to experiment with new pale ales, IPAs, brown ales, porters, barleywines, and even the occasional lager. Beers like Akari Shogun, a wheat beer, and Pony Pilsner became new favorites on draft and in cans. The team developed some annual offerings as well, including Big Hugs, the imperial stout released in winter, the Chub Step porter, their Sticky Fat harvest beer and the Lager Town Oktoberfest.




  Half Acre’s ascendency was confirmed in 2014 at the Great American Beer Fest. Their Heyoka IPA was named the second best in the nation at a time when American-style IPAs were more competitive than any other part of the craft beer world (the category received 279 entries, the most of any category). Since then, Heyoka has changed names out of sensitivity to a Native American tribe who requested the term not be used, then changed again after the new name (Senita) was too close for comfort for another unnamed brewery. Now, if you see GoneAway in cans, grab it.




  Half Acre opened a huge new brewing facility a couple miles north in Bowmanville in 2015, taking the pressure off the Lincoln location, which at that time was brewing a massive amount of Daisy Cutter to try and keep up with demand for the brewery’s cans. Moving production of Daisy Cutter and other year-round beers gave the original brewery the breathing room to start experimenting again, including with sours, something untouched until now. Finally, the company added a restaurant to their original taproom in January 2016, bringing the world what it never knew it needed: a menu focused on upscale stoner burritos served alongside some of the city’s best beer.




  In a world where brewers are becoming as recognizable as celebrity chefs, Half Acre remains thankfully enigmatic—the label artwork is the most distinctive “personality” the brewery has, with beautiful and cartoonishly subversive designs by Phineas X. Jones. The beer speaks enough for everyone, and their beer is awesome. On the Mount Rushmore of Chicago beer, you’ll find a can of Daisy Cutter. It’s a classic.




  HOPEWELL BREWING COMPANY




  2760 N. Milwaukee Ave., Chicago, IL 60647; (773) 698-6178; hopewellbrewing.com; @HopewellBrewing
Founded: 2016 Founders: Samantha Lee, Stephen Bossu, and Jonathan Fritz Brewer: Stephen Bossu Flagship beer: First Lager Year-round beers: First Lager, Endgrain Lager, Swift IPA, 24:37 Red IPA, Farm and Family Saison Tours: Yes Taproom Hours: Tues through Thurs, 4 to 11 p.m.; Fri, 4 p.m. to 12 a.m.; Sat, 12 p.m. to 12 a.m.; Sun 12 to 9 p.m.




Hopewell came to Logan Square in February 2016 by way of New York, by way of Portland, by way of California (with a quick trip to Scotland), by way of Champaign-Urbana. It’s a long path, but it leads to a succession of good, crisp, clean beers in Chicago, so stick with us.
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