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By Gwen Ashley Walters

Microbreweries each produce less than 15,000 barrels of
hand-crafted beer annually, using specialized ingredients and
proprietary yeast strains to create small batches of beer. By
comparison, Anheuser-Busch, maker of Budweiser, produces
more than 102 million barrels a year of mass-produced beer. 

Arizona is home to more than 20 locally owned
microbreweries, craft
breweries and brewpubs
(restaurants or bars that
brew beer for on-premise
consumption). One of
those local micro-
breweries and brewpubs is
10-year-old Four Peaks
Brewing Company, based
in Tempe in a converted
historic warehouse on
Eighth Street, not far
from Arizona State
University. (Not a
coincidence, as college
students are craft beer
connoisseurs). 

Four Peaks, winner of
four World Beer Cup and
seven national Great
American Beer Festival awards, produces about 10,000
barrels a year for its two brewpubs (Tempe and North
Scottsdale), local restaurants and resorts, and regional
distribution.  It bottles two of its most popular beers:
Kiltlifter, a Scottish-style ale, and 8th Street Ale, an English
bitter ale.

Andy Ingram, head brewer and partner, agreed to let me
spend a day with one of his three brewers to see first hand
how craft brew is, well, crafted. 

I arrive at Four Peaks Brewery on a Thursday in mid-
November. Making my way through the dark, empty
restaurant to the back of the building, I pass towering steel
tanks, rows and rows of them. The room is chilly, damp and
cavernous. Glass windows two stories high provide muted
light, gleaming on exposed brick and wooden beams high
above the towering tanks.

Ingram, clad in mustard-colored overalls, is standing on
the back dock with a group of guys. They are deeply

engrossed in a serious discussion and barely notice my
arrival. A new 80-barrel finished beer tank has arrived and is
sitting in the truck that carried it from the manufacturer.
The guys have figured out that the tank will just barely fit
through the dock door. 

That’s the good news. The bad news is that this 3,000-
pound behemoth hunk of
stainless steel is sitting on
a wooden crate that adds
another 10 inches to the
height. They will spend
half the day (and a scary
moment) getting it out of
the truck, onto the dock,
off the crate, inside the
brewery and finally,
upright.

Ingram looks at me
after a quick introduction
and says, “A day in the life
of a brewer. Let’s go meet
your partner.” 

Inside, we pass a
similar 80-barrel tank in
production. Stepping over
several squiggles of

firehouse-size hoses, we halt in front of a massive mash tun,
where a petite brunette is scraping out heaping mounds of
steaming wet grain into a chest high dumpster with a long
hoe-like pole. She’s wearing rubber boots over too-long jeans,
cuffed up so as not to drag on the floor, and a maroon Four
Peaks T-shirt. Her shiny brown hair is piled on top of her
head and there isn’t a trace of make-up on her fresh, 20-
something face. 

The comforting aroma of cooked cereal surrounds us.
The brewery is noisy with the sounds of motors and pumps,
and the occasional screeching blast of steam releasing from
safety valves. 

I’m shocked when Ingram introduces the young woman
as brewer Melissa Osborne, and later I’m again surprised to
learn that she is the only female brewer in the state. 

Her credentials are impressive. She’s been brewing beer
professionally for three years, achieving her certification from
the same organization as Ingram: the American Brewers

Getting Your Feet Wet at 
Four Peaks Brewing Company
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Guild, an offshoot of the University of California, Davis,
Fermentation Science program. Osborne completed her
externship for the ABG with Four Peaks but left for a job at
nearby B. J.’s Brewery because Ingram didn’t have an
opening for a brewer. A year later, when a position did open
up, she returned to Four Peaks, but not before she fell in love
with B. J.’s head brewer, whom she eventually married.

To get just the basics of brewing beer, you can read
books, search the internet or talk to someone with brewing
experience. To actually brew quality craft beer, you have to
get your feet wet, literally. That’s why brewers wear rubber
boots. Brewing hand-crafted beer involves many things
besides waterproof clothing. First and foremost is the ability
to multitask, followed by physical strength, a knack for
chemistry and an obsessive need for cleanliness.

Brewing also involves a very specific vocabulary, one that
defies spell check. A super-simple description of making the
triple-award-winning 8th Street Ale goes something like this:
crush grain, steep it, boil it, flavor it, spin it, add yeast, rest
it, filter it, carbonate it, drink it.

From raw grain to a tank full of sweet brown liquid,
beer’s precursor, takes about 10 hours. The resting period
(where fermentation converts sugar water into beer) lasts 13

days, and filtering and carbonating take another day. In
roughly two weeks, 8th Street Ale is ready to drink. 

Lots of complicated as well as mundane processes
happen in and between the simplified steps from grain
crushing to drinking. Some are precise, either measured by
computer or dictated by ratios and formulas (the science)
while others depend upon the talent and experience of the
brewer (the art).

The task Osborne is performing when I arrive is just one
of many unglamorous, physical tasks that occur during the
brew process. “We got all the sugars we need out of this
grain,” Osborne says, scrapping out the last bit of grain into
the dumpster. Those sugars are now suspended in a murky
brown liquid sitting in a nearby brew kettle.

“We’re only doing two brews today, normally it’s four.”
It takes two brews to fill up a 40-barrel fermenter, her goal
today. I’ve arrived just after the first step in brewing, the
mash, and while the next step, the boil, takes place, Osborne
begins another mash batch for the second brew of the day.
She now has two batches of brew in motion, which requires
a significant amount of multitasking and documentation to
keep both on track. 

The mash is a steeping procedure that converts the
starches in milled grain into simple sugars, a necessary
ingredient in fermentation. For 8th Street Ale, malted barley
is augered from a 40,000-pound capacity outdoor silo into a
mill room where it is cracked through a mill. The grist
(cracked grain) is then augered across the ceiling through a
pipe where it is weighed by computer and systematically
released into the mash tun with a rotating rake, and
methodically sprayed with hot, reverse osmosis water until it
reaches oatmeal consistency. 

Four Peaks uses reverse osmosis water because it is a
blank slate—ph neutral. The brewers can manipulate the
water to mimic water found in other areas of the world,
specifically areas where beer styles are considered superior.
For 8th Street Ale, Osborne adds sodium chloride (salt) and
other chemicals—calcium sulfate, magnesium sulfate and
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