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Estes Park Brewery, 470 Prospect Village Dr., Estes Park, C0 80517
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Operating A Brewery In A Tourist Town

by

Eric Bratrud, Brewery Manager and Co-Owner

In 1993 Gordon Knight started High Country Brewery In Boulder, Co. That same year Ed Grueff started the event center in Estes Park Co. They went in to business together in 1994 and moved the brewery to Estes Park.

Estes Park is a mountain town located on the edge of Rocky Mountain National Park in Colorado. The summer tourist season is very busy, 3 million people a year visit the park primarily in the summer. With no local ski area winters can be long and slow for local businesses. It’s an ongoing challenge to maintain a business year around and retain good employees.

The original brewery was a 4 barrel system stuck in a back corner behind the stage. It didn’t take long to realize that a country music bar and a brewery were not the best of pairings. The three original beers were an IPA, porter and a pale ale. Gordon came up with a Raspberry Wheat which instantly took off. That success led us to come up with more lighter flavored beers over the years. We found that a vast majority of the people coming to the brewery in our first decade had no previous experience with craft beers. 

After one Summer in Estes Park Gordon decided to leave and I was made the head brewer. We expanded to a 14bbl brewhouse and started packaging in 12oz along with the 22oz we had been doing. Within a year we had eight regular beers and were brewing over 3,300 bbls a year.

The growth was not well managed. We would ship beer to distributors in other states and never hear from them again. We had far too many packages, at one point 24 different “brands”. 


From 1997 to 2000 sales dropped, as we stopped shipping out of state and changed distributors in state. In 2001 our Colorado distributer dropped us as well. By this time we were back down to 1,300 barrels a year. The Owner wanted to not pursue a new distributor believing people would come to us, if they wanted the beer. I persuaded him to let me distribute along the Front Range on my own. During this time I learned a lot about the distribution and sales side of the Brewing industry.
In 2003 Tyler Lemirande, who had been managing the restaurant, and me bought the brewery from Ed Grueff. One of the first things we did was bringing back our Brewfest. We had hosted a Brewfest for six years, but had not done for the last couple of years. It had always been a very 
popular event that brought brewers from around Colorado to Estes Park.  We also went out and got a distributer for our out-of-town accounts.

Over the last nine years we’ve learned a lot about making a business work, some lessons were learned the hard way. The most important thing was to be involved in your community including helping out the local non-profits. That being said, we actually started saying no more often to random groups wanting free stuff. Since we as owners had less capital to invest in the business, we had to weigh decisions carefully. After doing that for many years we are now finally able to invest a little more in the business. This year we bought a new bottling machine, which has really helped productivity.

The fun thing about a brewery is that you can be creative with seasonal and specialty beers without worrying about having made a big investment in them. In the early days I would do a special beer, and people would like it, and next thing you now was, that we had a label for it, and it became a “regular” beer. I mentioned earlier about how many of these brands we had. Now we know that people will come to the brewery for these special beers, there’s not a need to package them. The fact is that they will only available for a short time, and that is part of the appeal.

I want to mention a few things about how our beers have evolved over the years. First, the Raspberry Wheat. Originally it was a little over 4% alcohol and obviously quite light. In recent years I switched extracts to something I thought tasted more natural, I bumped it up a notch in body and alcohol, and started adding acidulated malt to give it a little sourness. Then, the Stinger Honey Wheat is another of our popular beers. A few years ago I decided the amount of honey I was adding wasn’t giving me back enough in return, so I cut the honey in half started and adding chamomile and coriander. The result I thought made the beer better and nobody complained! I’ve used a fair amount of yeasts through the years, some worked, some were bad decisions. I finally settled on an ale yeast several years ago, but the yeast for my lager has been a struggle. I’ve tried a lot and I don’t brew much Lager. Right now I’m trying some yeast I got from Oskar Blues, so far it’s working well. 

In closing, it has been amazing to see the changes over the last 18 years. The customers, clients and vendors are so much more knowledgeable about craft beers, although there is still more work to be done in that area. Breweries are popping up everywhere and I think this boom will be better than the 90’s boom, just because there are more brewers spearheading it this time.
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