
Refrigeration in 
American Breweries 

1860-1920 
 
 

 
 
 

Eur Ing BRIAN ROBERTS CEng HonFCIBSE  
Life Member ASHRAE   

 

CIBSE HERITAGE GROUP 
 
 



Refrigeration in American Breweries 1860-1920 
 
 

Introduction 
The Heritage Group has considerable information on the history of Refrigeration covering systems, equipment, 
installations and manufacturers. In addition, the Heritage Group Archive, compiled over some forty-five years, 
holds a large collection of textbooks, catalogues and technical papers on the subject.  
 
However, UK information on Refrigeration in American Breweries is small, one reason being the difference in 
brewing techniques between the Great Britain and the United States. Traditionally, Great Britain used the top 
fermentation process in making beer. However, from the beginning of the 19th century, breweries in some 
countries began to adopt bottom fermentation, which requires lower temperatures both for brewing and storage. 
The standard was set by Germany with its lager, this type of beer being introduced into the United States around 
1840. Without control of temperature, good quality lager could only be made in spring and autumn. Thus lager 
breweries became large users of natural ice. In the United States, some breweries each used as much as 30,000 
tons of ice each year, being difficult to handle, and so became increasingly attracted to the developments in 
refrigeration.* This was particularly important in the Southern States where supplies of natural ice were cut off 
during the Civil War.   
 
*It has been said that British breweries were less interested in refrigeration, because they used top fermentation, but by 1900 there existed many 
refrigerated warehouses for hops. Also, ice-making and cold stores were important growth areas. 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Refrigeration in American Breweries 1860-1920 
 
 
This ebook starts from 1860, when James Harrison installed his ether refrigerating compressor in the Bendigo 
Brewery near Melbourne, Australia. Over the next 25-30 years, many breweries across mainland Europe installed 
refrigeration systems, often using ice water or brine with the Baudelot cooler (a vertical bank of tubes through 
which a cold fluid  circulates and over the outside of which the hot beer wort flows). From around 1890, 
experiments with direct-expansion refrigeration systems began, while refrigeration was also used for the storage 
of beer.  
 
The development of refrigeration machines and the growth of this industry was hastened by the significant 
increase in the output of beer (and also by the demand for artificial ice making and cold storage in other 
industries). This is shown in statistics for the American brewing industry: 
 
YEAR                 NATIONAL PRODUCTION         NUMBER OF              AVERAGE BREWERY SIZE      
                            MILLIONS OF BARRELS            BREWERIES               THOUSANDS OF BARRELS 
 
1865                                  3.7                                          2252                                     1643 
1870                                  6.6                                          3286                                     2009 
1875                                  9.5                                          2783                                     3414 
1880                                13.3                                          2741                                     4852 
1885                                19.2                                          2230                                     8610 
1890                                27.6                                          2156                                   12801 
1895                                33.6                                          1771                                   18972 
1900                                39.5                                          1816                                   21751 
 
1910                                59.6                                          1568                                   38010 
1915                                59.8                                          1345                                   44461 
 
 
Over the 50 years of this survey, United States beer production increased by a factor of 16, while the number of 
breweries fell by 40%. However, what is significant is that the average production of the remaining breweries rose 
by a factor of 27, demonstrating the enormous increase in size of the leading breweries. Leading examples are the 
Pabst Brewing Company and the Schlitz Brewery, both in Milwaukee, and Anheuser Busch in St. Louis.  
 

 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 



This was accompanied by a tremendous growth in the provision of brewery refrigeration (see for example the list 
of installations in Section [8] De La Vergne Refrigerating Machine Company, catalogue of 1890). 
 
 

 



 
However, all this changed in 1920, the end date of this ebook, due to the introduction of Prohibition (the Volstead 
Act), which banned the production, distribution and drinking of beer and spirits. Breweries closed, workers lost 
their jobs, though a few breweries survived by making non-alcoholic beverages. This continued until 1933 when 
the Volstead Act was repealed. A few photographs of brewery refrigeration plant from after Prohibition have been 
included; those from before being scarce. 
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Section [2] A History of the Brewing Industry follows. 


