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THE STORY OF ONE OF AMERICA’S BEST, 

boldest and oldest craft breweries starts in the beer-

starved sands of the Middle East. It was there that 

Brooklyn Brewery co-founder Steven Hindy, then 

working as a foreign correspondent for the Associated 

Press, first developed an appreciation for handmade 

beer. Alcohol was forbidden in the Islamic countries 

Hindy covered, so he and his fellow Americans abroad 

made their own, setting up makeshift home-brewing 

rigs in their hotel rooms and apartments. 

 Beer was, of course, readily available when Hindy 

returned to America and made his home in Park Slope, 

Brooklyn, but it wasn’t the small-batch, full-bodied 

beer he knew he could make on his own. Like almost 

everywhere else in America, Prohibition had killed off 

the local brewing scene in New York City. In the 

1900s, Brooklyn alone was home to more than 40    
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breweries. In 1987, when Hindy partnered with his 

neighbor Tom Potter to found Brooklyn Brewery, there 

were none. 

 The pair found a fourth-generation brewer with a 

family recipe from the old Brooklyn brewing days to 

launch their flagship Brooklyn Lager. For the next sev-

en years, they hustled around New York City in a van, 

selling the beer, then contract brewed in Utica, N.Y., to 

one skeptical bar owner at a time. In 1994, Hindy and 

Potter hired a rising star of the beer world, Garrett Oli-

ver, to serve as the company’s new brewmaster. Final-

ly, in 1996, the borough got its own brewery with the 

opening of today’s Brooklyn Brewery in Williamsburg. 

 “When we started, there wasn’t even an ATM out 

in Williamsburg,” Oliver recalls. “It was pretty much a 

place where you scurried between where the brewery 

was and where the subway was and you might not even 

see anyone on the street. Now, supposedly, it’s the hip-

pest neighborhood in the United States.” 

 The Brooklyn Brewery was more than just a bit 

player in that transformation. 

 

BOLDLY BALANCED 

“Beer has dispelled the illness which was in me.” That 

quote, in both English and the original Egyptian hiero-

glyphs, is printed high up on the side of the actual 

Brooklyn Brewery. It’s the sort of quote that’s become 

legion among craft beer aficionados, but I’m hoping for 

something a little more personal when I ask Oliver for 

his philosophy on brewing great beer. 

 He laughs first, asks me how long I have to talk, 

and then goes into the sort of answer that’s made him 

one of the foremost faces of the entire craft beer move-

ment. 

 “Our philosophy is to make beers that have big, 

bold flavors but are still balanced and fun to drink,” he 

says. “I look at a beer as being like a short story — 

there should be a beginning, a middle, and an end and 

it should be interesting throughout.” 

 The results of that philosophy can be found in 

some of Oliver’s greatest hits. Popular perennials like 

Brooklyner Weisse, Brooklyn Pennant Ale ’55 and 

Brooklyn East India Pale Ale were some of Oliver’s  
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Brewmaster Garrett Oliver pouring Sorachi Ace in the brewery. 
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first creations for Brooklyn Brewery. With nearly 15 

years of history behind them, they’re all still defined by 

their devotion to tradition and indifference to trends. 

 “When we first came out with our East India Pale 

Ale, it was the only full-strength, very British tasting 

IPA out there and it’s still among the relatively few 

within that style,” Oliver said. “When we do brew 

things within styles, we tend to stick pretty closely to 

those styles. When we brew pilsner, we really make 

pilsner. When we brew IPA, we brew IPA.” 

 

FOOD FOCUS 

I thought I was being complimentary when I suggested 

that Brooklyn Brewery puts more of a focus on food 

and beer pairings than most other breweries out there. 

Turns out I was wrong. 

 “I would think that food is a bigger focus for us 

than for anyone else anywhere,” Oliver said with a 

laugh.  

 He should know. Oliver literally wrote the book 

on the subject of food and beer. 

 Nearly 10 years ago, Oliver released The Brew-

master’s Table, a smart and fun book that has sold well 

out of the cookbook section despite the fact that it con-

tains no recipes. The focus is squarely on beer and how 

it relates to food and that’s only the first arm of Brook-

lyn Brewery’s overall strategy. 

 All of the beers on the Brooklyn Brewery website, 

perennial or seasonal, are accompanied by a recipe for 

a perfect food pairing. Every Wednesday, they offer a 

cheese pairing on their blog. Oliver alone has hosted 

nearly 1,000 beer dinners in 14 different countries over 

the past 18 years and in-house kitchens are in develop-

ment for the brewhouse cooking team that already of-

fers five-course tasting menus for visitors. 

 “We’re not messing around,” Oliver said. “We’re 

doing pretty serious food. It gives us the ability to do a 

different kind of beer day than you might otherwise 

see. That’s going to continue to be a pretty big part of 

what we’re about.” 

 

GOING INTERNATIONAL 

Maybe more than the foodie credibility or the legend-

ary status or even the exquisite taste, the thing that 

sticks out about Brooklyn Brewery is its success inter-

nationally. There are many great brewers doing things 

in America, but few have experienced the overseas suc-

cess of Brooklyn Brewery. 

 Oliver says the international flavor has always 

been a part of the brewery’s bedrock. Co-founder Ste-

ven Hindy started the venture after a long stint in the 

Middle East. Oliver joined the team after a long stint in 

London. Many of the brewery’s current employees 

have already made an international trip or are planning 

one. 

 “The idea that, when it came to the brewery, that 

we would stay home, would actually be a fairly unnatu-

ral idea to us because we were always people who trav-

eled,” Oliver said. 

 Brooklyn Brewery is now the largest exporter of 

beer in the United States and all of it comes from their 

Brooklyn facility. Oliver says international sales make 

up about 15 percent of their business with Sweden rep-

resenting the largest market followed closely by the 

United Kingdom. 

 It’s a much different world than Oliver experi-

enced when he first started back in the 1990s. He re-

members the days when American brewers used to be 

laughed out of the room but, through 20-plus years of 

innovation and hard work, they now command world-

wide respect. So does the country as a whole. 

 “The United States is the most exciting place in 

the world these days for beer and that’s been an incred-

ible transformation,” Oliver said. “If you were to walk 

from my front door in Brooklyn, for 20 minutes in any 

direction, you have a better chance of finding the great 

beers of Belgium than if you started in the center of 

Grand Place in Brussels and walked 20 minutes from 

there.” 

 The demand for well-conceived, craft beer in 

America is nearly insatiable at this point. That’s why 

Brooklyn Brewery is expanding. They’ve already dou-

bled their barrel-aging capacity to offer twice as much 

of the popular winter seasonal Black Ops and they’re 

planning to double it again for 2013. In the past 18 

months, the brewery has expanded its overall capacity 

six-fold with more tanks on the way. 

 The one thing that hasn’t changed? The single 

principle that continues to guide Oliver’s work at 

Brooklyn Brewery: “Beer is something that’s supposed 

to be delicious.”  


