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Fort P1TT

By Mike Burke, Exhibit Specialist,
Fort Pitt Museum

Beer Here? Beer and Brewing
in Early Pittsburgh, 1758-1803

Pittsburgh has long enjoyed a reputation for
beer and brewing, but how far back does this
heady tradition extend? Given the mission
of the British army in the Ohio Valley, life
in the fledgling community of Pittsburgh,
which grew in the shadow of Fort Pitt, was
deeply entwined with the military presence.
In the earliest years, the produce, commerce,
and even the free time of its residents were
intensely regulated, and the town’s fortunes
rose and fell with those of the army. Situated at
the far western end of a narrow military road,
Fort Pitt was connected to Philadelphia by a
fragile lifeline on which personnel, supplies,
and information traveled. It was on this road
that the story of beer in Pittsburgh began.
When the British army under Brigadier
General John Forbes arrived at the smoldering
ruins of Fort Duquesne in November 1758,
they brought with them a homegrown taste
for beer. Made by fermenting the steeped
liquor of malted barley and hops, Britons
regarded beer in a patriotic, almost medicinal,
light." Just as today, several main types were
common. Strong beer, high in alcohol as its
name implies, was also rich in hops, which
enhanced the flavor and allowed it to be stored

for long periods. Comparably high in alcohol,
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but lower in hops, ales were meant to be
drunk fresh. Rounding out the top three, low-
alcohol small, or table, beer was regarded as a
wholesome choice for families.?

For soldiers, a fourth type was common:
so-called spruce beer. Made from the green
sprouts of spruce trees, water, molasses, and
occasionally hops, the brew was high in
Vitamin C, commonly used to prevent scurvy
in 18th-century armies.” Due to its short
fermentation period and relatively simple
ingredients, it is believed that spruce beer
was brewed and administered on the Forbes
campaign as the army marched forward.*

No sooner had they displaced the French
at the Point that the British grappled with the

difficulty of supplying troops at Pittsburgh.

While crops were soon planted, nearly all
supplies for western outposts were carried

via packhorse over the narrow military road.”

William Hogarth, Beer Street, 1751.
This engraving by one of Britain’s
leading satirists illustrates the
glowing esteem in which beer was
held. A companion print, Gin Lane,
portrayed the social ills generated

by addiction to hard alcohol.
National Gallery of Art, 1944.5.86.

i

ot
'IIHHIH il

il
mmm‘l '

This copy of Bernard Ratzer’s 1761 Plan of Fort Pitt
and parts adjacent with both rivers, made for Wil-
liam Darlington in 1882, shows the scale of the fort
in comparison to previous fortifications at the Point.
The outline of the French Fort Duquesne, destroyed
in 1758, is shown near the confluence of the riv-
ers, while an earlier British fortification, sometimes
referred to as Mercer’s Fort, is delineated just south-

west of Fort Pitt on the Monongahela shore.
University of Pittsburgh, Darlington Digital Library, DARMAP0213.
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when George Washington visited the town.
Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

A journal kept at Fort Littleton—located
between Carlisle and Bedford—gives insight

as to which goods took priority.

23 [February, 1759]
Arrived here with 12
loaded with Liquor W™ M Dowell
Suttler. Also at 10 OClock AM
Passed by here Tho®: Potts with a
Brigade of Pack Horses to the N°: of 50
loaden with Flour...

horses

...Three suttlers with nine Horses

loaden  with  Liquor cam][e]

here on their way to Pitsburgh.*

Given subsequent transactions at
Pittsburgh, it seems likely that much of the
liguor mentioned was rum, however, it is
worth noting a shift in the definition of the
term from the 18th century to today. Whereas
modern-day liguor almost always denotes hard
alcohol, two centuries ago it simply referred
to “Any thing liquid,” or “Strong drink: in
familiar language,” meaning that a portion of

the shipments seen on the road may well have

Joseph Highmore (attributed), Figures in a Tavern or Coffee House, c.
1725 or after 1750. Taverns provided food, drink, and entertainment : 5
to road-weary travelers, military personnel, and locals alike. Samuel

Semple’s tavern was a popular gathering place in Pittshurgh by 1770,

been beer.” Several entries for the following
month listed malt—one of the key ingredients
in beer—among the westbound supplies,
though the destination was not noted.®

That some beer was brought to Pittsburgh
was confirmed by Colonel Henry Bouquet,
who made several attempts to regulate its
consumption, and even its price, in the early
years. An order from September 1761 forbade
the sutlers charged with provisioning the army
from providing “any Rum, Wine, Beer, or
other Strong Liquors to soldiers on Mondays,”
and from giving them any alcohol during
working hours.’

In addition to that purchased for
recreational purposes, beer was also issued to
troops at Fort Pitt, at least on one occasion.
On June 5, 1763—near the beginning of
Pontiac’s Uprising and the ensuing Siege of
Pittsburgh—Captain Simeon Ecuyer ordered
“one pint of beer issued” to each man, perhaps
as an incentive to good conduct and bravery. '°

After Pontiac’s Uprising, the population
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of Pittsburgh contracted greatly as the town—
consisting of a lower and upper section—had
been destroyed to prevent besieging Indians
from seeking shelter within. With their houses
razed and trade curtailed indefinitely, many
of the civilian residents of Pittsburgh (who
numbered nearly 300 prior to Pontiac’s
Uprising) retreated to the east.'' In 1765,
the long-awaited reopening of the Indian
trade, and a plan for a new town, revived the
fledgling community."

As traders and tradesmen flocked to Fort
Pitt, the rebuilt town of Pittsburgh once again
buzzed with activity. It was then that perhaps
the earliest known evidence of brewing at
Fort Pitt appeared. In March 1765, Devereux
Smith—later a prominent trader and
founding citizen of Pittsburgh—was listed
in the accounts of the trading firm Baynton,
Wharton, and Morgan.” Like many of the
carpenters, coopers, and other artisans at Fort
Pitt, Smith’s occupation, Brewer, appeared

next to his name on at least two occasions.'

While beer was brought to Fort Pitt
early on, this listing from the daybook
of Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan

and Fort Pitt is perhaps the earliest

reference to brewing in Pittsburgh.
HHC Detre L&A, MFF 2000.
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Despite the initial reference to his
occupation, and the likely demand for his
product, the firm’s records show that Smith
became deeply involved in the Indian trade.
Perhaps to fill the void in the community,
another brewer, James Milligan, arrived
by 1767. Later listed in the records of the
partnership of Devereux Smith and Ephraim
Douglass, Milligan paid a portion of his
balance in 1769 in “beer &.c.”*®

In 1772, responding to a variety of
economic and political factors, the British
army formally abandoned Fort Pitt.’ By that
time, the town supported numerous traders,
artisans, and at least one tavern.”” While rum,
and increasingly whiskey, were traded as
commodities, the accounts of leather breeches
maker Casper Reel for 1775 include payment
of at least one debt in beer, ironically that of a
Frenchman named Labatt.'®

The American Revolution that followed
largely curtailed the rhythms of daily life in
Pittsburgh, and a return to cheap imported
goods afterward threatened the economic
independence of the new nation. Looking
to jump-start local manufactures, a political
commentator claimed in 1787 that he
had seen “pretty good beer in the town of
Pittsburgh, and lately excellent beer in the
town of Washington.”"” In 1789, a tariff levied
on foreign goods—including whiskey and
beer—accomplished what pure patriotic zeal
could not. It is no small coincidence that in
1792, a brewer and maltster, probably located
near the remains of Fort Pitt, appeared among
the town’s 650 residents.” Three years later,
the partnership of Robert Smith and Peter
Shiras noted that they had “purchased the
BREWERY at the Point, in Pittsburgh.”*
And, in 1803, James O’Hara, former assistant
to Devereux Smith and Ephraim Douglass,
bought them out, recognizing the potential of
a brewery at the Forks.”> Having survived its

turbulent formative years, the local brewing
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industry stood poised for a boom
as the new nation pushed west with
Pittsburgh as its gateway. G

Thanks to Fort Pitt Museum intern
Jennifer Motter for her help in combing
through the Baynton, Wharton, and Morgan
records, and to local historian Kelly Linn for
information on the Point Brewery.
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