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  hen I arrived at Steve Benson’s 
home brewing community education 
class, there was an anticipation in the 
group similar to Christmas. There 
were three five-gallon jugs of three 
different beer flavors that had been 
brewed in the class. Tonight was 
bottling night when they got to taste 
their brews.

The night was filled with activity 
right from the start. We all started 
carrying the tools of the trade from 
Steve’s truck into the microbiology 
lab at Itasca Community College. 
Once unloaded, class members 
started washing bottles and setting 

up for the production line that would be bottling.
One item Steve brought in was a portable oven for baking bread. To the side 

of the other activity, R D Scott started mixing up beer bread. “I do this camping 
and make it in a Dutch oven. I 
put eight charcoal briquettes 
on the bottom and five on top. 
Then I mix in three cups of self-
rising flour, a teaspoon of salt, 
one-fourth cup of sugar and a 
bottle of any kind of beer. Put 
some oil in the pan and bake 
it about an hour.” Philo Benson 
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Philo Benson siphons wild rice beer into bottles.
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points at R D and tells me, “This is our oldest guy here, so 
make sure you take lots of pictures of him.” Philo and his 
wife, Gloria, took the class together.

Bob McIntyre of Bow String Lake had taken the class 
previously but was just visiting on this evening. “I was 
trying to do it on my own, but then I heard about the class. 
It’s a great hobby because you can keep it simple. Another 
thing, it’s cheap. If you like to drink beer, it’s cheaper than 
buying it.”

“I started out small and things got going. I started with 
a turkey cooker I found at Sam’s Club. I used it to make 
five-gallon batches. Then I learned in the class how to do 
two batches, so I was up to 10 gallons. Now I make 30 
gallons in a batch. It’s getting out of hand. But I have a lot 
of people I can give beer to and that helps.”  That seems to 
be a recurring theme when talking to anyone who is home 
brewing already. What they brew is a lot more than they 
consume themselves, so they give it away to friends.

Bob takes it a step further than most of the others in 
the class. “I have a hops garden. My wife is a gardener. 
It’s called a hop yard. My wife won’t throw anything away. 
There are 14 varieties now. When we started, there wasn’t 
much information on what grows well up here. European 
varieties don’t do well up here. American varieties seem 
to grow better. It’s primarily a bittering hop. You pick the 
cones. You have to have patience. If it’s a small amount, 
I dry it in a food dehydrater. It works good because my 
wife knows about growing things. I’m the garden slave 
and carry things.”

Bob adds, “I don’t know if there’s an end to it. I’ve read 
20 books on the subject and every one I learn something 
new. One thing I liked about this class, when I came into 
the class Steve handed me a bottle of beer. If I’d had classes 
like this in college, I’d have four or five doctorates.” The 
entire time we were talking the group was washing and 
disinfecting bottles. “A guy told me if you like washing 
dishes, you’’ll like to make beer.”

Steve teaches a beginner class and an advanced class 
every year, starting in January. Each class is four or five 
sessions. “The classes tend to be half people 50 and older 
and the rest 30s and 40s. I have to check IDs to get started, 
but lately I look around and I think — no IDs to check 
here.” He tries to limit it to 15 people, “but it’s gotten 
bigger and bigger. It’s hard to gather around the brew 
kettle with 20 people. And it’s about half women. Early on 
it was middle-aged guys with beards. It’s fun to see that 
change. This year was the first time people were calling 

R. D. Scott prepares a mixture that is poured into 
the beer before bottling.

Instructor Steve Benson tests the latest batch.
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like a nice lighter flavor.”
Larry didn’t try the wild rice beer 

because it was a heavy, dark beer, 
but everyone else did. The samples 
everyone tried were basically a sip-
a-taste. The bottles were all going 
home. Each of the five-gallon jugs 
made about 50 bottles of beer. The 
three varieties they brewed were 
wild rice beer, saison and Australian 
lager.

Steve: “OK, the bottles are 
clean; this is ready to go. We need 
to sanitize the stirring spoon and 
stir in the sugar water when that’s 
ready.”

R D: “OK, it’s bubbling now.”
Steve: “Let it get a good rolling 

boil to get the oxygen out of it. 
Lift the lid, pour this in. Not slow, 
but smoothly so you don’t mix in 
oxygen. Then stir it in. Then we’re 
ready to go. Snap the cover on.” 
Steve starts a siphon and they start 
filling bottles.

Steve explains about the flavors. 
“Wild rice is a strong flavor. What 

community ed two or three months 
ahead to get their name on the list 
to take the class.”

“I was asked to do a class 
specifically for women, so I did a 
lot of research and found out how 
strong the influence of women 
has been through the history of 
brewing. Women were the brewers 
for 3,000 years. Men started taking 
over when it went from a cottage 
industry to an actual industry. That 
was back in the 1700s.”

Larry Nelson of Grand Rapids 
took the beginners class last year, 
and now the advanced class. “I’ve 
been making wine or beer for 
several years but never to this scale 
or this perfection. The kids got me 
a two-gallon beer kit one time and 
I’ve made a few of those.” When 
asked if he’s going to do more 
elaborate brewing in the future, he 
says, “I don’t make enough beer 
to make use of a five-gallon batch. 
One-gallon batches for myself are 
fine. I like cheap beer, so it’s good. I 

we did in the class — we 
basically used a blend 
of malts that builds the 
strength of that flavor 
and built other maltiness 
around it. The crystal 
malt gave sweetness to 
it to give it more body. 
Commercial examples 
are thin and they don’t 
put much rice in it and it 
isn’t a very dark color.”

“My goal with this 
Belgian saison that we’re 
bottling now is to enter in 
into the beer competition 
at the Deer River 
Barbecue and Beer Fest as 
an entry from the college. 
I don’t want to give any 

negative publicity, but it would be 
pretty cool if the college won an 
award. This is nice for a saison; it’s 
got a nice light body. We put in a 
half a cup of sugar, so it should be 
properly carbonated for a saison.  
I used cascade hops to bring out 
some of the floral aromas, too.”

“If you think of...Australian 
beers that are marketed here, they 
are very light bodied. That’s what 
this is. Not very sweet, but the 
bitterness is right on the money. 
Not too bitter, it’s nice and smooth 
and enjoyable. Before the hops 
flavors were confused. It was like 
there were several different kinds 
of hops, and they hadn’t had time 
to age. Now the flavors are blended 
and it’s real nice. It wasn’t like it was 
bad or negative or anything, it was 
just confused.”

Through the evening, there’s 
always a background noise of 
washing and sanitizing bottles, 
filling, capping, sorting and labeling 

A production line that ended by capping 
the bottles.
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bottles — glass clinking noises.
R D: “You know, you can buy one 

of those bottle cappers at antique 
stores. I got one for about $5.”

Steve: “I bought mine in 1978, 
so I’d say it’s an antique. Do we need 
more bottles? I’ve got more on the 
truck.”

Steve has been teaching home 
brewing classes for 40 years. He’s 
planning on celebrating the 40-
year anniversary in August in the 
Boundary Waters Canoe Area. “I 
was a student at the U of M in 1974, 
and I taught two brewing classes 
through continuing ed through the 
Coffman Memorial Union on the 
Minneapolis campus. Those classes 
were gold. I had 30-plus students in 
those classes. We just did one night 
where we brewed and one night 
where we bottled.”

Steve is very detailed in his 
presentations. He’s photographed 
all of the do’s and don’ts of the 
brewing process over the years, 
and he shares those in computer-
generated presentations in the class. 
“The intro class is 16 contact hours, 
but I can talk for that many hours.”

“We’ve been providing beer 
tasting for the annual ElderCircle 
fundraiser for two years. We have 
a nonprofit, borealbrewers.org. 
We’re pretty loose about it. We don’t 
collect dues, but don’t have anything 
to spend it on either.”

“Most people brew from kits. 
It’s the best way to start because 
the only way you can screw up is 
sanitizing properly. You can brew 
for 10 years and not brew every kit 
that’s available. There are hundreds 
of kits available to brew. It averages 
25 to 30 bucks for a kit, and that’s 
tow and a half cases.  So I say — I 

can brew good home brew beer for 
$15 a case...Wow. There’s something 
there.

“You buy the equipment kit to 
start, and you buy an ingredients kit 
for each gallon batch. So I want to 
make an Indian pale ale or a Belgian 
wheat beer. You can just about buy a 
kit for any style of beer in the world 
now.

“In the advanced class, we do 
grain brewing where we start with 
the grain. We crush the barley and 
steep it at real specific temperatures 
for specific times and strain it all 
out and boil it to turn it into beer. 
The saison we did has a ton of 
fruity aromatics in there that are 
a combination of the spices we 
added but also the yeast and the 
temperature we fermented it at. I 
think it has potential.”

The Boreal Brewers group helps 
with the Annual Deer River Bar-
b-que and Brew Fest, Saturday, 
August10, 2013, at White Oak 
Learning Center in Deer River. “The 
barbecue people set up on Friday 
night at about 11. and they stay up 
all night smoking and barbecuing 
stuff. Then in the morning, barbecue 

Each batch made about 50 bottles of beer.

and beer judging starts. There are 
certified beer judges and certified 
barbecue judges. The gates open to 
the the general public at 3 p.m. and 
you can pay a $10 entry fee. You get 
a punch card so you can try 10 two-
ounce flavors of beer. Home brewers 
have fun giving out beer.”

Each person that enters beer 
judging shows up with 12 beers — 
two for judging, one for a tie breaker, 
and 10 more to serve small samples. 
“One guy calculated that with the 
size of the crowd, if we’d only had 
the 10 bottles for every beer that was 
entered, we would have run out in 
30 minutes. I entered two beers but 
I brought 12 to 13 gallons of beer 
just to give away. It’s fun to see the 
smile on people’s faces. It’s pretty 
gratifying. We end up depending on 
the generosity of home brewers to 
make the event go.”

“You get to a point where it’s 
almost more fun brewing it than 
drinking it. You brew it and you say, 
OK that tasted really good but now 
I have to do it again, but I have to 
do it with this. And then you have 
five gallons of beer to give away to 
somebody.”


