1985 September 23
THE IMPERIAL BREWERY

By: John Stewart
Assistant Archivist
Kamloops Museum

That rambunctious German festival, called Octoberfest, has become an
international event and Kamloops will have its own version this year from
October 13 to 20. Of course Octoberfest, among other things, means beer. So
it seems appropriate to recall Kamloops' own brewing industry which, for over
thirty years, was an important business for the city.

In the nineteenth century a great many towns of any size at all had
their own locally owned breweries. The first one in this district opened in
Savona in 1885 during construction of the C.P.R. Savona was a centre for
railway construction in those days and many people thought it would grow to
the major town in the region. That honour fell to Kamloops however, and
after a year of so, the brewery shut its doors for good.

In August 1894 a German named Ben Wehrfritz arrived in Kamloops looking
to set up a brewing business. Wehrfritz had a good deal of experience as a
brewer. He had been the plant foreman for a large brewery in San Francisco
before starting his own business in Concondlly, Washington. The spring of
1894 was the greatest flood year in the history of the northwest and
Wehrfritz's brewery was severely damaged.

Looking for new opportunities, he moved north to Vernon where he was
advised to attempt re-building in Kamloops, then a booming young city.
Though City Council refused to give him special tax concessions, Wehrfritz
began construction on property he purchased at the far west end of Main
Street (now West Victoria Street), underneath the present Overlander's
Bridge.
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Using equipment transported from his old brewery in Washington, he built
a large plant, 50 feet by 42 feet, that would include a soda waterworks for
making soft drinks. He hadn't decided on a name for his brewery as yet,
though the newspaper referred to it as the Riverside Brewery. Wehrfritz
advertized that he would award the first two dozen bottles of beer brewed to
the person who came up with a brand name for his product.

We don't know who won the contest, but the first batch of beer was ready
a few days before Christmas of 1894. The brewery was called the Imperial
Brewery and the brand was "Imperial Beer".

The beer was sold in bottles, kegs and barrels and delivered free to
stores and homes. It was an immediate success with the public and before
long the brewery, which employed five men, was exporting beer to the Cariboo
and the Kootenays.

Business increased quickly through 1895 and expansion became necessary
by the summer. This presented problems for Wehrfritz as he was short of
capital. A major expense for him was the necessity for importing malt all
the way from San Francisco, since barley was not grown much in B.C.

He solved his financial problem by taking on as partners Kamloops
business men N.J. Hopkins and James McIntosh, one of the wealthiest men in
the district. He never did completely free himself from importing malt
however, even though he gave free seed to any local farmer willing to grow
barley.

By July 1896 the Imperial Brewery had changed its brand name to "Export
Lager Beer". As well, the soda water plant was finally in operation,
producing sarsaparilla, ginger ale, champagne water and a variety of mineral
waters.



o B =

Though the business was going well, Wehrfritz, it seems, had ambitions
elsewhere. He purchased interest in a gold mine in Nicaragua and in February
1897 he left Kamloops for Central America. His partners took over on a trial
basis for three months until they were sure they could continue producing
good quality beer without Wehrfritz.

By the end of the year they had converted the brewery to a limited
company with many shareholders and once again expanded the plant. Former
B.C. Provincial Police Constable, E.T.W. Pearse, was hired as manager in
1899. He quit to become a Provincial tax assessor and mining recorder the
next year. He was replaced by the experienced brewer, George Buder, who
revived the name, "Imperial Beer".

In 1901, Bruder purchased a brewery in Sandon which forced the Kamloops
company to hire a German brewmaster from Chicago named Emil Stertz. In the
meantime, Wehrfritz had returned to Kamloops in 1897 as the new owner of the
Dominion Hotel on West Victoria Street. He continued to travel, though, and
died of a heart attack in Mexico in 1904.

By 1913, Bruder returned as manager and the Imperial Brewery was again
ready for expansion. The product, now known throughout B.C. as "Kamloops
Imperial Beer" was sold in all local hotels and the liquor department of the
Hudson's Bay Store.

Throughout this whole period the prohibition movement was gaining in
strength throughout Canada. On April 1st, 1918 B.C. went dry. This severely
hurt the local brewery but didn't shut it down completely. The Prohibition
Acts outlawed the sale of liquor in Canada, but not its manufacture for
export.






