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Old Style!  Special Export! Blatz! These a r e  a l l  beers  t h a t  

a r e  brewed a t  G. Heileman Brewing Company i n  La Crosse. The Heile- 

man Brewing Company is 'Quite d i f f e ren t  today than when it s t a r t e d  

i n  1858. The Brewery and i ts  employees have undergone many changes 

over the  years. 
.. . . . .- 

Included i n  these  changes i s  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  from a par tnership  
4 ;  ..c ;.. . .- < .  ,.c -.' 

t o  a s ing le  ownership,along with changes i n  t h e  ~e i l eman ' res idence .  
. - 

Prohibition brought f o r t h  fur ther  changes i n  the  brewery. There 

were various changes involving the  employees, the  working condit ions 

and the  machinery. , 

George x iese  and A 1  Brietzke, former Brewmasters, provided infor-  

mation on the  changes t h a t  they experienced a s  employees a t  Heileman's. 

They both s a i d  t h a t  the  f i r s t  beer brewed a t  Heilman's was Old Style ,  
. /  

which yas  brewed a t  midnight on ~ p r i l  7 th ,  1934.   his was t h e  day 
/ .  

t h a t  Prohibi t ion was repealed which was an exci t ing  day f o r  t h e  G. 

Heileman Brewing Company and i ts  employees. The brewing s t a r t e d  a t  

midnight and the  t rucks  were loaded and ready t o  go by 7:00 a.m. the  

next morning. 

In  addit ion,  the re  were various changes i n  the  beer output  and 

i n  the  p lant  i t s e l f .  For example, i n  1948, t h e  Heileman Brewing Co. 

began a f i v e  year expansion and modernizing program. Heileman's 

continues t o  expand today.' 

The s to ry  of the  House of Heileman begins i n  1858 when Got t l i eb  

~ e i l e m a n  became t h e  partner  of John ~ u n d ,  who had founded the  "City 

Brewery" i n  1853 i n  P r a i r i e  Z;I Crosse - l a t e r  t o  be renamed La Crosse.' 

M r .  Gund b u i l t  a small brewery on Front and Division streets i n  1854. 

He operated t h i s  brewery u n t i l  1858 when he and M r .  Heileman moved t h e  

o ld  " c i t y  Brewery" from Front and ~ i v i s i o n  s t r e e t  t o  its present  loca- 

t i o n  of South 3rd St ree t .   his formed t h e  partnership of-Gund and 
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~ e i l e m a n ,  which continued u n t i l  1872 when M r .  Heileman became so le  

p r ~ p r i e t o r . ~  M r .  ~ u n d ,  l e f t  t h e  partnership i n  1872 and s t a r t e d  the  .. 
'*;- 

~ u n d  Brewery, near what is  now Luthern Hospital,  which brewed "peer- - 
3 1 - 

l e s s"  beer. 

~ o t t l i e b  ~ e i l e m a n  was born i n  Wurtenberg Germany and he l e f t  

fo r  t h e  united S ta tes  i n  1852 when he was 28 yeacs o lde4 After Gund 

and ~ e i l e m a n  dissolved t h e i r  partnership i n  1872, M r .  ~ e i l e m a n  con- 

tinued t o  work alone u n t i l  h i s  death i n  1878.' H i s  wife, Johanna, 

then took over a s  head of the  La crosse brewery and ran it u n t i l  her  

death i n  1917.~  Their family home was on the  same premises a s  the  

brewery p lant  on South ~ h i r d  St ree t .  According t o  Halter Baltz ,  t h e  
I 

general c r e d i t  manager of G. Heileman Brewing Co., the  custom i n  
' C  

I 
those days was f o r  the  brewery owner t o  l i v e  near h i s  brewery.7 This ., 

it i s  today. The workmen usually had t h e i r  sleeping quar ters  i n  t h e  

brewery and worked from 12 t o  18 hours a day. A l l  of t h e  work was 

done by hand. In  the  l a t e  1800's brewing beer reached i t s  high point  

- Pasteur i n  Par is  and Hansen i n  Copenhagen invented a way t o  avoid 

bac te r i a  growth through the  appl ica t ion  of wort coolings and fermen- 

t a t ion .  Wort is  the  re su l t ing  concoction a f t e r  the  f i r s t  s tage  of 

the  brewing process has been completed. This process which is mash- 

ing cons i s t s  of converting s tarches  i n  t h e  gra ins  i n t o  soluble,  f e r -  

mentable sugars - maltose and dextr ins.  This i s  done by adding heated 

water t o  t h e  ground grains which produces the  r e su l t ing  concoction. 

After t h i s  process was perfected. beer was no longer considered per- 

ishable. 8 



During these days breweries were only open during the winter 

months due to lack of regrigeration. Beer was stored in kegs in 

caves along Mormon Coulee Road. The beer was brought to the brew- 

ery in kegs on large bobsleds which were dangerous and frequently 

overturned. Therefore, the breweries in La Crosse began to use 

river ice for refrigeration, and storage houses were built by all - 
the active breweries in the city where the beer was stored year 

round. 9 

At the time of the Civil War there were four breweries in La 

Crosse - Michele s , Def engabers, Nicolais and ~ e i l e m i *  s. Total pro- 

duction of the city did not exceed 20,000 to 25,000 barrels a year. 

The Civil war period saw little progress, but during Reconstruction 

the businesses began to boom. In 1884, ~eileman's put out 400 - 500 
barrels a year, but just before Prohibition this number increased to 

10 /I, 200,000 barrels per year. 

The brewing industry reached a peak in 1914, the year World War I 

broke out. From the spring of 1919 to 1933 Prohibition greatly re- 

duced the company's sales.'' Although prohibition forced many brew- 

eries to discontinue operations, the G. Heileman Brewing Company adapt- 

ed to the times by concentrating its efforts on the production of "Near 

Beers" (non-alcoholic beverages) as well as malt extract and soda pop. 12 

A1 Brietzke and George Reise, former employees of Heileman Brew- 

ing Co. who both worked their way up to becoming Brewmasters, provided 

further information about Prohibition. A1 Brietzke worked off and on 

from 1934 to 1981 and he is now 66 years old. Brietzke has also worked 

at three other breweries - one in Kentucky, one in Panama, and one in 
winona. George Reise is presently 71 years old and he was employed 

at Heileman's for 40 years from 1934-1974. 13 

A1 Brietzke comented on the strict law enforcement during Pro- 



h ib i t i on .  Alcohol removed from near beer had t o  be r insed down t h e  

sewer. The sewer had a pad lock on it and only government o f f i c i a l s  

had keys t o  t hese  pad locks.14 George Riese added t h a t  t h e  kegs i n  

t he  c e l l a r s  where t h e  beer i s  krausened were a l so  kept locked. KraUs- 

ening cons i s t s  of a second fermentation of t he  once fermented beer  

and it i s  t h e  most expensive way t o  brew beer.15 The e n t i r e  process - 
could b e  held up i f  t he  government o f f i c i a l s  were not  there  t o  open 

the  kegs. l6 However, one former employee, who asked not t o  be named, 

s a i d  old-timers t o l d  of workers sometimes taking beer home before 

alcohol  was removed.17 A 1  Breitzke and George R e i s e  d id  not mention 

anything t o  t h i s  e f f e c t  during t h e  interviews. 18 

After Prohibi t ion ended, Heileman was ready t o  d i s t r i b u t e  reg- 

u l a r  beer and t h e  demand was high. 

" ' ~ t  was a madhouse - t rucks,  pickups coming from a l l  over h e l l , ' "  

r e c a l l s  so l i e .  " ' I was i n  high school a t  t h e  time. ' " l9 

" ' I t  was crowded,'" s a id  Riese. "'The whist les  were blowing. 
I . .  . 

They s t a r t e d  loading t rucks a day a f t e r  midnight. City t rucks  went 
x- 

out a t  7 t h e  next morning. * 

However, when Prohibi t ion was repealed the  company found i t s e l f  

i n  need of new c a p i t a l  a f t e r  years  of losses.  Therefore, i n  Apri l ,  

stock was of fered  t o  t h e  general  publ ic ,  and today stockholders from 

a l l  50 s t a t e s  hold shares i n  t h e  brewery. 21 

Many a l t e r a t i o n s  and improvements have been made a t  t h e  brewery 

s ince  1934, although t h e  processing of t h e  beer has remained b a s i c a l l y  

t he  same. A 1  Brietzke and George Riese both thought t h a t ,  except f o r  

automation, beer was brewed, fermented, and aged i n  much t h e  same way 

as it is now. Riese a l s o  s a i d  t h a t  a f t e r  prohibi t ion,  Heileman re- 

placed i t s  wood tanks with steel ones, having a g l a s s  l i n i n g  o r  s p e c i a l  

coating. so t h e  beer d id  not  contact  t h e  metal and g e t  an o f f  t a s t e .  



M r .  Brietzke sa id  t h a t  they made p ickle  ba r re l s  out of the  o l d  wood 

tanks and sold  them t o  a p ickle  company. H e  a l s o  added t h a t  t h e  tanks 

had t o  be cleaned by hand and now they a r e  automatically cleaned with 

a pressure hose. Riese sa id  t h a t  the  tanks now dra in  i n  f i v e  minutes 

i n  comparison t o  t h e  1% hours required i n  1904 -. . . . 22 

when Riese was hired, Heileman old-timers t o l d  him about using - 
rakes and shovels t o  turn malt i n  the  mash bed. Later, an automatic 

mixing device and doors i n  the  bottom of the  ba r re l s  w e r e  added s o  

t h a t  spent gra in  would f a l l  out. 2 3 

Before Prohibition, wooden kegs were preheated, coated with p i t ch ,  

cooled and r insed,  and then soaked s o  t h a t  they would s w e l l  up and 

become leakproof. The kegs were ro l l ed  along the  f loor ,  picked up 

by hand and placed on horse-drawn wagons. Today, f o r k - l i f t  t rucks  

wielding p a l l e t t e s  have replaced the  manual task  and l ightweight  alu- 

24 minum kegs a r e  now used: 

New machinery has grea t ly  improved t h e  bo t t l ing  department. In 

t h e  ea r ly  1900's. bo t t l e s  were washed by hand- lead sho t  was placed 

i n  each and t h e  b o t t l e  was shaken. Next, the  b o t t l e s  went i n t o  a 

f i l l i n g  machine and were placed i n  wooden cases. ~ o d a y  machines do 

the  work, including the  cleaning.25 This  is a grea t  improvement be- 

c a u s e ' i t  saves time, cuts  down on manpower and is more e f f i c i e n t .  

Before Prohibition, beer was sold i n  c l ea r ,  16 o r  20-ounce bot- 

t l e s ,  c ra ted  36 t o  a  case. The fami l iar  12-ounce b o t t l e s  came i n  

during prohibition. 26 

~ c c o r d i n g  t o  Brietzke, the  beer was hopped much more and was made 

much stronger before the  war than it is now. During World War 11 t h e  

hops, barley.  and o a t s  w e r e  given t o  t h e  troops. Therefore, t h e  brew- 

eries had less hops t o  use. Heileman's began making a much l i g h t e r  

beer with 1/3 less hops. The beer s t i l l  had the  same a l c d h o l i c  content. 
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The brewery planned on switching back t o  the  regular amount of hops 

a f t e r  the  war, but people preferred the  t a s t e  of the  weaker, l e s s  

hopped beer. 2 7 

There has a lso  been a change i n . t h e  number o+ employees over 

the  years. Riese s t a t ed  t h a t  there  were 30-40 employees i n  the  brew- 

ery  (not  including the  b o t t l i n g  room) ,when he started- 'and t h a t  t h i s  

number increased t o  80-100 employees when he re t i r ed .  A 1  Brietzke 

sa id  t h a t  the  number of employees has increased dramatically. How- 

. e v e r , ' t h e  amount of employees would have increased even more i f  it 

was not f o r  the  f a c t  t h a t  automation i t s e l f  has taken over many of 

the  jobs. 2 8 

The number of women employed a t  t h e  brewery has a lso  increased. 

Riese reca l led  one woman, Hilda Tanke, who was employed a t  the  brew- 

ery when he star ted.  She kept her union card and came back t o  the  

b brewery fo r  2 years a f t e r  prohibition ended, Brietzke sa id  there  .: . 

t were no women employees when he s t a r t e d  working. Today there a r e  

women i n  the  l ab  and i n  the  brewery. There is  a l so  one woman assis-< 

t a n t  Brewmaster working a t  Heileman's today. The Brewmaster i s  re- 

sponsible fo r  the  production of the  beer and t h e  qual i ty  of the  beer 

t h a t  is produced. The Brewmaster runs the  p lant  a s  f a r  a8 the  oper- I 

' at ion  of the  brewery is  concerned. Brietzke has a l so  heard of a I 

woman Brewmaster i n  Germany, 29 ! 
The methods used by Brewmasters have a l s o  changed over the  years. 

For example, during the  16th and 17th centuries,  i n  England, the  1 : 
, ,:. 

Brewmasters used t o  pour out t h e i r  brew on a wooden bench. Next, ,.c' . 

they s a t  on the  beer and i f  t h e i r  pants stuck t o  t h e  bench, the  b e e r \  

was considered t o  be good, Today beer t a s t i n g  is done t w i c e  a day 

a t  10:OO a.m. and 3:00 p.m. F i r s t ,  t h e  beer is smelled f o r  the  aroma 

and then a l i t t le  b i t  is swallowed. R l i t t le  b i t  of beer is swallowed 
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flavor during t h i s  time130 

again, savoring the  brew t h i s  time. Each beer is r a t ed  according t o  

George Riese an9 A 1  Brietzke, former Sremasters ,  commented on 

the i r  preparation fo r  becoming Bremasters.  George Riese sa id  he 

served an apprenticeship through a l l  of t he  departments. He a l so  

attended Brewer's School a t  t h e  seibo I n s t i t u t e  of Brewing Technology 

in  Chicago a f t e r  t he  war. Brietzke went t o  co-llege f o r  two years t o  

study the  bas ic  science classes. Then be went t o  Brevmaster'i School 

fo r  a s i x  month course which applied t h e  sciences t o  brewing.31 

However. nei ther  of these  men s t a r t ed  out a t  t h e  top. ~ i e s e  re- 

called s t a r t i ng  out washing kegs and ending up as  a Bremaster  and 

Plant Supervisor. Brietzke remembered s t a r t i ng  out a s  an apprentice, 

get t ing paid by the  hour, and eventually becoming a Brewas te r  for  25- 

30 years. Eighten of those years were a t  ~ e i l e m a n ' s . ~ ~  

The former Brewasters  a l so  comnented on-the amount of hours they 

worked per week and on the  f i r s t  beer brewed a t  Heileman's. Riese 

vorked between 45 and 75 hours per week and was on c a l l  a t  a l l  times 

when he was a Bremaster.  Brietzke s a i d  he worked 7 days a week when 

it was busy, and 6% days a week during the  sumner. He was a l so  on 

c a l l  a t  a l l  times i n  case anything went wrong. They both sa id  the  

f i r s t  beer brewed a t  Heilman's was Old s ty l e ,  which was brewed a t  

midnight on April  7th. 1934. George Riese made t h e  f i r s t  spec i a l  

Export brew i n  1936. He a l s o  added t h a t  Blatz was a Milwaukee beer 

buught out from Pabst Brewery i n  1 9 6 9 . ~ ~  

Although the  location of t he  Heileman Brewing Co. has been the  

same s ince  1853, when it f i r s t  opened, a l o t  of grovth and expansion 

has taken place over t he  years. For instance, the  corporate head- 

quar ters  was b u i l t  i n  1870 and it was f i r s t  used a s  t h e  house of t he  

Brewaster  and h i s  family. It was then used for  t he  corporate head- 

i 



quarters  and it is now located across from the  Xississippi  River. 34 

There were many ofher additions. For example, i n  1880, t he  

bo t t l i ng  department was added t o  the  Heileman ~ r e w e r y . ~ ~  In  1938, 

the hosp i t a l i t y  room and i ts  adjoining room (mariner 's return room) 

were b u i l t .  This used t o  be t he  Brewmaster's off ice.  36 

I n  1939. IIeileman purchased Gambrinus fo r  $190.00 from a closing 

brewery; i ts o r ig ina l  cost was $3,000.00. Gambrinus is the s t a t u e  i n  

f ront  of t he  brewery; he is t h e  patron s a i n t  of t he  old Teutonic Brew 

Industry. The s t a tue  stands 15 f e e t  i n  height and weighs 2,000 pounds. I 

The f igure  i s  a r a r e  one with only one other  l i k e  it i n  New Orleans. 

Gambrinus was enthroned i n  Holland and Belgium as  patron s a i n t  of t h e  i 
brewers a s  ear ly  a s  the l a t e  13th century. 3 7 

'I 
I n  1948, t h e  Heileman Brewing Co. began a f i v e  year expansion I 

and modernizing program. I n  1950, one of the  most modern s torage I 

I 
c e l l a r s  i n  t he  world was completed. These c e l l a r s  permitted t h e  pro- 

I 
cess of " k r a ~ s e n i n g . " ~ ~  In  1960, Heileman purchased t h e  home f o r  i ts 

o f f i ce r s  a f t e r  a f i r e  destroyed its previous o f f i c e  building. The old 

o f f i ce  building was located where t h e  Giant Six Pack is present ly sit- / 
~ a t e d . ~ '  The world's Largest Six Pack was b u i l t  i n  1970 and it act- 

ual ly holds beert 40 
I 

Improvements a r e  a l so  noted i n  Heileman's beer output and i n  

t h e i r  rank i n  t he  nation. Since 1960, Heih3nan has moved from 31st 
I 
1 

t o  t h e  fourth posi t ion among major U.S. brewers i n  beer sides i n  20 
I 

years. Heileman made the  t op  10 i n  1973 and t h e  t op  f i v e  i n  1981. 

The following char t  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  progress: 

Year - Barrelage per year Rank i n  Nation --- 
1934 (Apr i l  1st) 150,000 (450 a day) -- - 
1958 370,820 3 7 i 

I 

1968 1,726,000 18 

r I 



Y e a r  Barrelage per year 

1969 2,298,000 

1970 3,000,000 

1971 2,820,000 

1972 3,645,000 

1973 4,420,000 

Rank in Kation --- 
16 

15 

15 

11 

9 

1981 -- 4 

For the year 1981, the Company ranked as the 4th largest brewer in 

the'nation based on published trade reports. 4 1 

Expansion continued in 1981. A new government cellar with 10 

unit tanks was built. along with a new brew house. The house was 

built on the intersection of Second, Third, Jackson and Mississippi 

streets. 42 

Expansion of the Heileman Brewing Company is even going on 

right now. Just this year, 1982, Heileman bought out Walt's res- 

taurant. They plan on using it as a new hospitality room and a 

restaurant. It is also rumored that the brewery will discontinue 

giving tours in the future. Apparently, films will be shown in 

the new building illustrating the brewing process, In addition. 

when Walt's is completed, the Brewmaster's office will move back 

to the place where the hospitality room and its adjoining room are 

43 presently located, 

2s mentioned above, the plant itself has undergone a great 



dea l  of growth and expansion. In  addi t ion,  t he  G. Heileman Brewing 

Company has experienced changes i n  ownership, employees, working 

conditions, machinery and beer. These changes have provided a 

b e t t e r  working environment and a b e t t e r  qua l i t y  beer throughout t he  

years. 

George R i e s e  and A 1  Brietzke provided information on t h e  changes 

t h a t  they experienced a s  Brewmasters employed a t  G. Heileman Brewery. 

The f a c t  t h a t  these  men w e r e  interviewed i n  person establ ished de- 

pendable and r e l i a b l e  sources of information. 

Obviously, t h e  G. Heileman Brewing company and i ts  employees 

have experienced many changes s ince 1858. These changes have de- 

f i n i t e l y  improved the  brewery i t s e l f  and the  work done by t h e  em- 

ployees. Even today the  G. Heileman Brewing Company continues t o  

grow and t o  expand. 
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