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The picture is easy to imagine. [A] boy, bound for day-long

imprisonment in a classroom, dawdles as he passes and takes

in all the delicious excitement of the big brewery; the mutter

and laughter of the working men and the steam rising off the

flanks of the big draft horses in the cold air. There were

smells, too, of the barley and the beer fermenting in the

wooden vats.1

A brewery in a small town has a distinctive place in the

life of the locality and its citizens. The smokestack and

other brewery structures tower over the neighbourhood.

The brewery’s taproom is one of the centers of commu-

nal life. The beer itself, whether bearing on the label the

name of the place or one of its leading families, may be

one of the few ways that anyone outside of the area

has ever heard of the town. On a more personal level,

everyone either is employed by the brewery, or knows

someone who is. Old-timers have stories about long hours

and occasional accidents, and argue about whether the

beer is really as good as it used to be. The brewery is a

point of pride as well as an engine of the local economy.

When a small town loses its brewery, it loses part of its

life as well as a large portion of its livelihood.

Wisconsin was rivaled only by the much more populous

state of Pennsylvania in the number of breweries that

survived into the last third of the 20th century; most of

them were in smaller towns and cities.2 A combination

of relative geographic isolation, dedicated family own-

ership, and local pride kept these businesses open for

several decades beyond what economies of scale and

competition from national shipping breweries would

suggest was possible. Most ultimately succumbed to

economic pressures, but they helped keep alive a fad-

ing world of small local firms and, in a few cases, left

enough of a physical presence to make reviving the

business possible.

Potosi, Wisconsin, is a good example of a small munic-

ipality with a long brewing tradition (by American

standards). As of the 2010 U.S. Census, the Village of

Potosi had a population of 688 and has an obscure claim

to fame as supposedly having the longest Main Street in

the world without a cross street.3 The town was original-

ly settled in 1833, after a major discovery of lead ore,

and a group of 60 mostly Cornish and Welsh miners

relocated from northern Illinois to exploit the rich vein.4

The town grew rapidly, and by the middle of the 1840s

was the biggest settlement in southwestern Wisconsin.

Over the next few decades, the British miners moved

away in search of other minerals, and the population

gradually became dominated by German farmers.5

Given the number of presumably thirsty miners in the

area, it is perhaps surprising that Potosi had no known

commercial brewery until 1852. Wisconsin’s first two

breweries - those of John Phillips 40 miles away in

Mineral Point (1835) and of Rablin & Bray 25 miles

distant in Elk Grove (1836) - may have supplied part of

the local need, and there was a small brewery in neigh-

boring British Hollow for a few years around 1840. One

later account holds that beer was brought overland from

Galena, Illinois more than 30 miles away and shipped

up the Mississippi River from other cities.6 The need for

imports decreased when Gabriel Hail arrived with other

Germans in the 1840s, and brought lager beer brewing

to southern Grant County in 1852.

The story of Potosi’s brewery from 1852-1972 is impor-

tant not because it was unique, but rather because it was
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typical of the founding, growth and decline of so many

American breweries. According to local accounts, Hail

came to Potosi in 1845 as a farmer. He apparently did

not begin brewing for several years, but by 1852 was

producing small amounts of beer at his farm for two

local taverns. In 1854, Hail and his new partner, John

Albrecht, began construction of a two-story brewery

near a spring with clear water for brewing. The struc-

ture, valued at $1,100, also took advantage of caves in

the adjacent bluffs as a cellar for lagering the beer at

sufficiently cool temperatures.7 By 1860, when the U.S.

Census of Industry released the first reliable production

figures for the brewery, Hail and Albrecht had $5,000

invested in the brewery and equipment and produced

900 barrels of beer worth $5,850 (or $6.50 per barrel,

slightly more expensive than most of their rivals in the

region).8 Their output ranked them among the larger

rural breweries in the aera, and compared favorably to

the breweries in the much larger city of La Crosse,

approximately 100 miles away.

During the next few decades, the brewery grew slowly

but steadily. John Albrecht left the partnership in 1872,

and Gabriel’s brother, John, joined the company and

became brewmaster a few years later. At its peak in the

mid-1870s, the brewery employed eight hands and

produced about 1,250 barrels annually. However, the

Hail family suffered business and personal problems

later in the decade. The population of the town declined,

as did business, and Gabriel Hail took his own life in

1879. John Hail took over the company for a few years,

but production continued to decline, and he shut down

the brewery and sold the property to John Schreiner in

1882.9

The Schumacher era

Adam Schumacher came from Bavaria to southwestern

Wisconsin in 1879. He was employed by the Hail fami-

ly at the Potosi Brewery for the next few years, but

when it was sold Schumacher moved to the brewery

owned by Joseph Vogelsberg at nearby British Hollow.

Sensing opportunity in Potosi’s economic recovery, he

moved back in 1886 and leased (and later purchased)

the Potosi Brewery from Schreiner. As was common

Figure 1. The Potosi Brewery in 1908, prior to the expansion projects of the next decade. Source. Potosi Brewery

Foundation/ABA Archives.
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among small-town breweries, Adam brought his broth-

ers, Nicholas, Henry, and George, to Potosi and enlisted

them in the business. They incorporated the Potosi

Brewing Company (PBC) in 1906, with family members

as directors of the firm. The Schumachers expanded

their operations by adding a bottling facility and

embraced advances in technology which some of their

smaller rivals were unable to afford.10 The brewery was

run by electricity by 1900 - this power came from its

own power plant, since the Village of Potosi was not

electrified until 1912.11

Throughout the early years of the 20th century, the brew-

ery (Fig. 1) expanded both its physical plant and its

market area. Since the local market was severely limit-

ed in size, the Schumachers sought customers through-

out the region - eventually reaching markets in Iowa and

Illinois, as well as in southwestern Wisconsin. The com-

pany built a refrigerated storage depot in East Dubuque,

Illinois, to handle the southern portion of their market.

Increased markets also required expansion of the brew-

ing and packaging facilities at the brewery. From 1911

to 1916, the company added an office building, a tavern,

a blacksmith shop, stables (Fig. 2), a new ice house, and

the brewery itself grew taller and bigger (Fig. 3) to

accommodate a new 100-barrel copper brew kettle and

other equipment.12 The elevation of the central portion

of the existing structure dates mostly from this period.

Eventually the brewery and associated farm across the

street included 35 structures ranging from a chicken

coop to the five-story brewhouse.13 Little is known

about the architects or the construction during this

period. The structure creates a sense of economical

additions rather than an attempt to advertise the wealth

of the company.

The expansion, while similar to programs at other brew-

eries in the region and essential to keeping up with

them, was poorly timed, given the politics of the era.

Prohibition sentiment had been on the rise for decades,

even in a beer-loving state such as Wisconsin, as pro-

gressive politicians viewed limiting or banning alcohol

as part of their campaign of social improvements.14

World War I brought hatred of Germans and suspicion

of any German Americans even if they supported the

U.S. war effort. Alcohol was considered detrimental to

the war effort, both because of the physiological effects

on drinkers and the labor and raw materials it diverted

from more urgent uses. As a consequence, AmericaF
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adopted temporary wartime prohibition in 1918 and

made it complete in 1920. Potosi Brewing Co. had lost

part of its market even earlier, when neighboring Iowa

went dry in 1917, and the Schumachers had been

preparing for the worst. They started ice, coal and dairy

businesses, and purchased a dealcoholizer for the pro-

duction of near beer. Unlike most breweries that offered

the non-alcoholic beverage, Potosi Near Beer actually

seems to have expanded the company’s market, intro-

ducing the Potosi name to Kansas, Nebraska, and

Minnesota.15 Like many other breweries during

Prohibition, PBC was accused of continuing to produce

real beer during the dry years, though the company was

ultimately cleared of the suspicions.16

The end of Prohibition in 1933 brought increased pros-

perity to Potosi Brewing Co. While PBC was not one of

the twenty-some breweries that were shipping on ‘New

Beer’s Day’ (7 April 1933), they were ready about a

week later, and re-established their market quickly.17 In

addition to the local market, Potosi trucks carried beer

to all neighboring states, and rail cars brought beer as

far south as Texas and as far west as California and

Arizona. In order to meet this demand, the company

once again built new facilities and modernized equip-

ment. The brewery expanded to 50 year-round employees,

augmented by another 20 or so during the peak summer

months.18 Interestingly, PBC was relatively late to

adopt one of the most important innovations in

Figure 3. A classic brewery view from 1913, showing the brewhouse constructed in 1911-12. The power house is to the left of the

five-story brewhouse, the malt house to the right. Source. Potosi Brewery Foundation/ABA Archives.
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American brewing - the beer can. Introduced in 1935

and widely used almost immediately, cans did not

become part of Potosi’s package mix until 1949, and

even then they started with the cap-sealed ‘crowntain-

er’, which could be filled on existing bottling lines.19

Consolidation

Potosi’s survival through the decades after the repeal

of Prohibition was based on a combination of careful

management, geography, and luck. The brewing

industry as a whole was going through a significant

consolidation. Production kept increasing while the

number of firms decreased rapidly. Nationwide produc-

tion, which averaged about 53 million barrels per year

in the five years before America entered World War II,

passed the 100 million barrel mark in 1964 and grew to

140 million barrels by 1972 (the year of PBC’s closing).

Meanwhile, the number of breweries saw a precipitous

decline. From a high of more than 700 in the heady days

after Repeal, the number of breweries was still over 400

by 1950, but was down to less than 100 by 1972.20 As

a result, market concentration also increased. In the

1930s and 1940s, the top five firms typically had about

20% of the market, but by the 1970s the top five were

approaching control of three-fourths of the American

beer market.21

However, the story in Wisconsin was somewhat differ-

ent. It is true that the general decline in the number of

breweries in operation was also reflected in Wisconsin,

but loyal drinkers of their local beer kept small town

breweries open longer than their counterparts elsewhere.

Part of this is probably due to the relative persistence of

the small town bar or rural tavern in Wisconsin.22 Small

brewers were able to compete better with their giant

rivals in draught beer sales in taverns than by matching

the variety of different packages that the large shipping

brewers were able to offer due to economies of scale.

While sales for on-premises consumption generally

declined nationwide, and most states consumed about

10-15% of their beer on draught, Wisconsin’s share of

beer sold on draught was usually closer to 40%. The

prevalent tavern culture would give breweries such as

Potosi a better chance at survival.23

Besides counting on the devotion of Wisconsinites to

their pitchers of tap beer, Potosi punched well above its

weight class as a shipper of packaged beer. During the

1950s and 1960s, PBC purchased the right to a number

of brands from defunct breweries, several of them from

Chicago. One brewery employee recounted how differ-

ent bottles would be shipped to the brewery; they would

be filled with Potosi’s regular Holiday beer, given a

different label, and shipped to Chicago. Potosi also

followed the practice of several larger breweries by

making special labels for chains of shops in Milwaukee,

Chicago and other cities.24 Several students of the PBC

contend that the brewery encouraged its employees to

be represented by a union, not so much for fair labor

practices (since there were few complaints), but so that

the union label would allow the beer to be accepted in

the heavily unionized cities of the Upper Midwest.25

Ironically, the small size of the village of Potosi, its iso-

lation and its relative lack of tourism may have helped

the brewery endure longer than elsewhere. In the 1960s,

William Baldwin demonstrated a correlation between

the size of a town and the size of its brewery, and noted

that it was much easier for a small brewery to survive in

a small town than in a city of more than 100,000 people.

Depending on the tourist trade was no salvation for

small breweries. Tourists often were more interested in

finding a national brand than developing a taste for the

local product, and were often in town too briefly to be

influenced by advertising.26

While luck is hard to quantify and analyze, there are

several factors that are inherent to a small family

business that can determine success or failure. PBC was

fortunate to have multiple generations of Schumacher

family members who were able and willing to run the

business, and who had the necessary training to do so.

They were also able to attract skilled brewmasters from

outside the family - no small task for a brewery far from

an urban center with a limited labor budget.

Advancing gloom

The continued consolidation of the industry and the end

of some of their past advantages marked the ultimate

doom of the Potosi Brewing Co. The large shipping

brewers increased their price-cutting promotions, many

of which were designed to lower prices to a level the

small breweries could not meet for a sustained period.27

Increased television advertising and the advent of the
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‘light’ beer era made it difficult for small and often

indebted family breweries to match the exposure of

other brands or to contradict the message that the local

beer was anything other than a stale relic of the past (if

not actually stale beer).

The cost of improving the brewery to keep pace with

their rivals was another hurdle that needed to be cleared.

The dizzying array of package types and sizes coming

out of Milwaukee and St. Louis gave the large brewers

many options to offer their customers as well as free

publicity each time they introduced a new can, bottle or

label. Advances such as the ‘pop-top’ can required older

breweries to purchase new equipment and made existing

supplies obsolete. The market as a whole was shifting to

non-returnable bottles, which either required new pack-

ing equipment or costly alterations to existing machines,

as well as constantly purchasing new bottles. New or

even secondhand equipment could be much more

expensive than a brewery could afford. In 1972, PBC

estimated that it would take nearly $1,000,000 to prop-

erly equip the plant for the next quarter century. The

company did not have the cash on hand, and since pro-

duction and market were both shrinking, banks were

uninterested in making a loan likely to end in default.28

Finally, time was running out for members of the

Schumacher family and other key employees. President

Adolph Schumacher was 81, cousin Rudolph had

returned to run the bottling plant after having been

retired for ten years, and all the other Schumachers were

over 70. The next generation had little to no interest

in continuing the business - Rudolph had returned

because his son had left to take a job with John Deere

in Dubuque, Iowa.29 Replacing long-time brewmasters

became harder as a generation of German brewers

retired and small companies were confronted not just by

a lack of qualified individuals, but the difficulty of find-

Figure 4. The Potosi Brewing Co. as it appeared in August 2004, on the day the partnership between the PBF and

ABA was finalized. Photo by the Author.



Journal of the Brewery History Society112

ing brewmasters willing to work in a small town for

lower wages than they could get at a major brewer or for

a company in another field.30 While the brewery was

still making a small profit, it was clear that there was no

future for the company. 

It is hard to think that a business that never lost money 

should be closing [Rudolph Schumacher lamented]. I 

guess you could say that old age is creeping up on the

Schumachers. And when you are old, you have to give 

up and quit.31

The closing of the brewery cast a pall over the village.

PBC was the only industry in town, and residents feared

not just unemployment for many of the 45 remaining

workers, but also loss of the tax base, as well as water

and sewer receipts for the village.32 The ripple effects

were felt throughout the community. With the brewery

gone, railroad business at the depot dropped significant-

ly. Local businesses that supplied the brewery and its

workers closed, forcing residents to leave town to get

many of their needs.33 Even with these more urgent con-

cerns, a few residents were also concerned about the

loss of a local product. One employee of a tavern and

beer depot complained ‘“while we will still be able to

get it [Holiday and a few other labels were purchased by

Huber Brewing Co. in Monroe, Wisconsin], it just won’t

be the same. It won’t be a local beer”’.34

The gloom of the closing was accompanied by a forlorn

hope that something could be done with the buildings.

However, anyone who has been concerned for the future

of an unused historic building knows that lots of people

have ideas for it, but few have the money or energy to

match. This may be especially true with old breweries -

there seem to be stories about someone wanting to

restart most of America’s shuttered breweries. Others

hope that if the building cannot house a vibrant industry,

the antiquity of the site could be a draw for tourists. By

1980, the PBC buildings were placed on the National

Register of Historic Places, but this designation does

little to promote the sites, and is no guarantee of preser-

vation.35 Talk of a restaurant and museum began within

a few years after closing, with speculation serious enough

to warrant inclusion in regional newspaper articles as

early as 1981.36 However, the discussions languished,

and so did the property, which grew more dilapidated

with each passing year. Eventually, the brewery looked

‘like a bombed out structure in a war-torn country’ (Fig.

4). The buildings were open to trespassers and the ele-

ments, but most of the damage was caused by time and

erosion.37 Years passed, and optimism faded.

Converging forces

Small communities from coast to coast are often the 

greatest places to see preservation in action. Local businesses

understand the value of giving old buildings another chance -

in addition to helping establish the surrounding community as

an economic magnet by engaging residents and drawing in

new visitors, reusing historic places adds to the charm and

character of the surrounding area.38

In recent decades, more preservationists and developers

have become aware of the value of reusing old industri-

al spaces. As Brian McCormick, a preservation architect

with the Wisconsin Historical Society, has noted, old

factories (including breweries) are large, adaptable, and

situated either near urban cores or natural features.

Furthermore, they fulfill the current fashion favoring

natural building materials and exposed structural ele-

ments.39 Other defunct breweries in small Wisconsin

cities and towns have been reused - as private homes,

storage space, small industrial or agricultural business-

es - but reopening a brewery for its original purpose was

extremely rare, even as the craft brewery movement

took hold.40

In 1982, a group of brewery artifact collectors founded

the American Breweriana Association (ABA) and wrote

into their constitution: ‘The ultimate goal of the

Association shall be the establishment of a non-com-

mercial museum of brewing history and advertising’.41

Many members of the group hoped to locate the muse-

um in a large brewery complex in St. Louis or

Milwaukee, but cost kept most of these plans out of the

reach of an organization funded mostly by small mem-

ber contributions.

Meanwhile, Potosi resident Gary David had purchased

the bottling house (Fig. 5) across the street from the

brewhouse in 1995 and began to restore it. (An antique

store and gift shop occupy the premises.) His success

renewed interest in the much larger brewhouse. David

purchased the building at the county auction, then

enlisted the help of his cousin Denis David and his

friend Rick Tobin. They, with Denis’ wife Madonna,
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began to hold public meetings to enlist support, and the

Potosi Brewery Foundation (PBF) was founded in 2000.

The Foundation acquired the brewery by donation in 2001,

and work began to raise funds to restore the building.42

In 2003, the Potosi Brewery Foundation made a presen-

tation to the ABA at their annual meeting in Stevens

Point, Wisconsin, which led some members of the ABA

Museum Committee to believe that a smaller brewery

building might be more financially viable, provided that

local support was adequate. After several trips to Potosi

and an ‘historic’ meeting on 3 December 2003, ABA

president, Len Chylack, Museum Fund chairman, Tom

Rejmaniak, and Fund member, Tye Schwalbe, were

convinced that the project was viable and could be ready

in five years. The ABA voted to enter into a partnership

with the PBF to locate the National Brewery Museum

and Library in the future Potosi brewery complex. On 9

August 2004, the agreement was signed at a ceremony

in the meeting hall of the new Potosi Area Fire &

Rescue complex, with nearly 40 area residents and

members of the ABA present. The signing ceremony

was followed by a tour of the brewery (with hard hats

required for the hazardous site) (Figs. 6-9), after which

ABA’s president at the time, Len Chylack, placed a

small collection of Potosi breweriana near the building

as a symbol of the eventual museum to come. The

restored brewery attractions were expected to bring both

visitors and jobs to the community within a few years.43

Some ABA members present privately expressed skep-

ticism that the ruined hulk could be restored on time and

on budget, if indeed at all.

While some funding was already in place, the majority

of the $7 million still needed to be raised. PBF obtained

grants from state and federal government programs

totaling approximately $1.6 million. These included his-

toric preservation challenge grants and Department of

Natural Resources ‘brownfields’ grant for cleanup of

contaminated sites. The Foundation was also able to

raise funds from individuals, businesses and communi-

ty organizations - many of which were in the form of

matching grants. The largest single private contribution

was a matching grant of $400,000, which required rais-

ing $1.2 million from other sources. The ABA Museum

fund contributed more than $260,000, most of which

was raised through small contributions by ABA mem-

bers under the leadership of John Ruckstuhl and Jon and

Jim Cherry.44 The project also acquired a $2.6 million

government-backed loan, as well as other loans.

Figure 5. The former Potosi bottling house and stables, 1902, across the street from the brewery proper. Photo by Susan Appel,

June 2008.
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Figure 6. The ruined interior of the malt house in 2004, viewed from the brew house. Photo by the Author.

Figure 7. This view of the interior of the malt house shows the diversity of building materials, as well as the decay

of the structure in 2004. Photo by the Author.
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The architectural problem

Even before the PBF/ABA partnership was cemented,

PBF retained River Architects, Inc., of La Crosse,

Wisconsin, to provide a Historic Structure Report and to

assess the possibility of restoring the brewery. River

Architects had prior experience with adaptive reuse

projects, as well as roots in the southwestern Wisconsin

community. Tragically, the lead architect of the study,

William B. (Bill) White, died in a car accident while

commuting between Potosi and La Crosse. However, he

had done enough to demonstrate the possibilities of the

project, and River Architects carried on with Valentine

J. (Val) Schute, Jr. as Project Architect and Andy

Hudzinski as Project Director and Construction

Administrator. The Historic Structure Report, complet-

ed in 2002, detailed the considerable work facing the

team, including significant sections that would have to

be removed before further analysis could be done.45

Unlike many of its rival breweries, Potosi Brewing Co.

was spared major fires or other calamities that caused

significant structural damage. Thus, most of the building

was left intact as it expanded through the years. Of course,

many breweries that burned down took advantage of the

opportunity to build impressive new complexes with the

newest equipment and most convenient floor plans.

PBC had no such opportunity, and the evolution of the

brewery came through a series of additions that wrapped

around previous buildings and incorporated existing

structures and mechanics. As the architects approached

the project, ‘finding’ the ‘original’ brewery and deter-

mining whether restoration of any historic sections was

even possible was both intriguing and frustrating.46

Very few blueprints or other documentation of the build-

ing exist, and some of those extant are undated. 

A further problem involved determining what time peri-

od should be represented in the restoration. In contrast

to restoring a private home to a relatively narrow period

representing occupancy by its most important residents,

PBC was the most important industry in the village for

more than a century. National Register listings usually

designate a ‘period of significance’, i.e., the span of

time during which the structure was important. In this

case, the National Register determined that the period of

significance was from about 1890 to 1972. While this

meant that some choices still had to be made, it reduced

the necessity to unravel all the onion-like interior layers

around the ‘original’ brewery. (Most of the NRHP

restrictions focused on the exterior building envelope.)

Indeed, it is unclear whether the oldest part of the build-

ing, the cold storage cave nearest the spring, was part of

the 1855 building or a later construction. Some members

of the community hoped to return the building to its pre-

Prohibition elevation and footprint; however, this would

have involved tearing down significant portions of the

building. Even if a determination could be made as to

what era was most important, part of the historical

importance of this particular brewery was its continuous

growth and adaptation to new technology, so the uneven

evolution of the building is part of what makes it signif-

icant.47

The exterior of the building has little in the way of

notable architectural or design features. The brickwork

and stonework was often well crafted, but seldom orna-

mental. The constant additions make it impossible to

assign any particular architectural style to the building,

and even the identifiable sections were utilitarian rather

than evocative. There were no attempts to echo brew-

eries or castles in Germany or even in American brewing

centers. As Schute and Hudzinski noted, ‘This building

was more about the industry on the inside ... it was more

about how to hold up a vat ... ’48

The condition of the building was probably the most

important concern. Exact restoration was not possible,

since some parts of the building, such as the 1916 office

addition, had already been razed by the time the project

began. Large holes had been created in the walls to

remove the copper kettles in the 1970s (Fig. 10) and not

repaired. Most of the roofs had caved in (Fig. 11), and

there were no salvageable mechanical, electrical or

plumbing systems. Of the intact sections, there were

numbers of different rooms and different levels, which

created constant forensic challenges of analyzing each

room and its systems to understand how it went back

together. Several times the team would open a wall and

find something unexpected, such as the undocumented

moving of a roof. The restoration site was therefore also

an active archaeological site. Architect Val Schute

remarked that the preservation process was ‘like putting

a puzzle together without a picture to guide you and the

realization that you didn’t have all the pieces’.49

One unusual and persistent variable is the spring that

runs through the building. Its presence was ideal for a
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frontier brewery that needed fresh water and inexpen-

sive cold storage. The Hail and Schumacher families

presumably dealt with periodic floods in the lower lev-

els, but they must have decided that the convenience of

the site, the capital they had invested in it, and the cost

of moving to a drier location outweighed any occasion-

al losses. However, it was both a potential attraction and

a liability for the restored building. Having a stream vis-

ible through a glass panel in the floor of a restaurant

(Fig. 12) is memorable for the patrons, but running

water being brought into the building is a hazard for a

museum containing irreplaceable artifacts. As Schute

and Hudzinski noted, ‘That’s not architecture school

stuff ... There is no textbook for this one’. The passage

of time meant that there were no living brewery employ-

ees who could describe how the brewery dealt with the

spring on a daily basis or in times of flooding. Because

the clients were patient, the architects and contractors

were able to create a solution and install drain tile to

control the water. However, just before the opening of

the complex, a ‘one-hundred-year rain’ caused a new

section of spring to open, significantly increasing the

flow. Because there were no practical remedies that

could be applied at that point, the spring, which is part

of the attraction and importance of the complex, has cre-

ated questions and concerns about the ability to prevent

future flooding.50

Almost immediately, as the restoration began it faced a

major scare, when a fire broke out on 21 September 2004,

as workers were removing an old metal tank. Luckily,

everything that burned ‘was stuff that was coming down

anyway’, according to Chad Walsh of Epic Construc-

tion. Work resumed the next morning without further

incident.51 Though there were some delays, the renova-

tion and adaptation of the Potosi Brewing Co. stayed on

schedule. This was fortunate for many reasons, especial-

ly for the ABA, since their 2008 Annual Meeting was

scheduled for Dubuque, Iowa, about 30 minutes away,

and which intended to celebrate the opening of the

museum onsite. On 16 February 2008, the building was

opened to residents of the surrounding communities for

a tour of the first floor of the complex. Approximately

1,000 people visited the building to witness firsthand the

result of years of work. In June (Figs. 13 & 14), about

300 ABA members enjoyed their first visit to what had

seemed a distant dream for three decades - a museum

(Figs. 15-18) in which members could place their collec-

tions on public display and present the beauty and

durability of brewery artifacts to the wider community.52

Part of the community

The new museum, restaurant and brewery complex has

spurred direct and indirect economic development in

the area. The brewery is credited with directly creating

seventy jobs, and bringing tourist dollars to the area.

These tourists now have more ways to spend their dol-

lars. Across the street from the brewery, the Bierman

and Walsh families developed the Holiday Gardens

Event Center (Fig. 19), an entertainment complex capa-

ble of hosting events for up to 500 people. The grounds

are dominated by a 45-foot tall (13.7 meters) replica of

a Potosi Brewing Co. ‘cone-top’ can, which uses the

base of the original farm silo. If full, the can would con-

tain 2,319,241 oz. (68,588 liters or 115,962 imperial

pints) of beer.53 Holiday Gardens hosts about 20,000

visitors a year for a variety of large and small events. In

addition, Pine Point Lodge, opened a year before the

brewery, offers rental cabins to visitors to the brewery

and parties using Holiday Gardens. Other businesses

include a new winery, the Potosi Inn (featuring a restau-

rant and guest rooms), a convenience store, and an art

gallery due to open in Fall 2013. A report compiled in

2009 estimated that the restoration of the brewery and

the related development had a $4 million dollar impact

on the area economy to that point, with the figure

thought to be even higher today.54

Figure 12. Potosi Brewery spring, channeled and visible

through a glazed opening in the floor in the new brewpub.

Photo by Susan Appel, June 2008.
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Figure 13. Potosi, WI, sign welcoming the ABA to the renovated Potosi Brewery and the National Brewery

Museum & Library. Photo by Susan Appel, June 2008.

Figure 14. Potosi Brewery, view in the new brewpub, in the former power house. Photo by Susan Appel,

June 2008.
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Figure 15. Potosi Brewery, view into the large exhibition space for the National Brewery Museum on the

former second floor of the old malt house. The museum is home to the Schuetz collection of Wisconsin

breweriana, as well as to rotating exhibits by ABA members. Photo by the Author.

Figure 16. The first floor of the former malt house contains the Potosi Brewing Co. Transportation Museum,

which demonstrates the different ways Potosi beer was shipped through the years. Photo by the Author.
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Figure 17. Potosi Brewing Company, Holiday

Beer Matchbook Cover.  Given the prevalence of

smoking in Wisconsin taverns in the years after

Prohibition, matchbooks were a popular way to

promote a brewery's products. The label 

replicated here was from the mid-1950s, and was

from the 7 oz. bottle-another popular tavern

product. Source. ABA Archives.

Figure 18. Potosi Beer Sign, 1940s. Signs such as this were popular in

the early 1940s. They were designed to sit on the backbar of a tavern,

and were lit with a fluorescent bulb. Source. ABA Archives.

Figure 19. The Holiday Gardens Event Center has become a popular destination for local parties of all kinds, and the

‘World's Largest Conetop’ symbolizes the glory days of the Potosi Brewing Co. Photo by the Author.
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Figure 20. The renovated Potosi Brewery, Potosi, WI, evening view. Photo by Susan Appel, June 2008.
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While the restoration of the Potosi Brewing Company

(Fig. 20) is a success story which could serve to guide

similar projects, there are unique factors in its success,

just as there were in the survival of the brewery until the

1970s. First, the new Potosi Brewing Co. beers are

good. The two brewmasters - Steve Zuidema followed

by Steve Buszka - have created a mix of beers that will

introduce customers to craft beer and satisfy those with

more adventurous palates. The presence of Potosi six-

packs on store shelves in Wisconsin, Illinois, and Iowa

generates revenue and encourages visitors to the muse-

um and brewpub. Another critical factor is the presence

of a large staff of volunteers who raise money, invite

publicity and keep the ABA museum running. More

than 100 people volunteer in some capacity each year.

Local leadership was critical to initiate the project and

see it to completion, and not every community has peo-

ple with the necessary mix of time, desire and ability.55

Signs on the brewery, around the region and in the six-

packs, proclaim that ‘The good ol’ days are back’.

Whether true or not, once more a brewery is not just the

most important structure in the skyline, but the most

important part of the economy in a small Wisconsin

town.

As the National Trust for Historic Preservation states on

its website:

Historic preservation champions and protects places that 

tell the stories of our past. It enhances our sense of 

community and brings us closer together: saving the 

places where we take our children to school, buy our 

groceries, and stop for coffee - preserving the stories of

ancient cultures found in landmarks and landscapes we 

visit - protecting the memories of people, places, and 

events honored in our national monuments.56
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