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[100]  The Eagle Brewery 
Prior to the Gold Rush, the Missions and ranchers of Alta California raised grapes and produced wine — and a few more potent distillates — for 
local consumption. It was the arrival of German Americans following the Gold Rush to whom we owe the sudden ascendance of beer as the drink 
of choice. In 1853, Joseph Hartman, from Hesse, Darmstadt, opened the first brewery in Santa Clara County, the Eagle Brewery, on Market Street 
in San Jose. In 1856, he constructed a large modern building with a truncated corner entrance at South Market and San Carlos — the exact spot 
where the Hotel Sainte Claire's truncated corner entrance stands today! The Eagle Brewery produced our first named beer, and our first beer slo-
gan — Old Joe's Steam Beer: "Its Pure, That's Sure."  
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[101]  Burton's Ale House  
Other breweries were soon established; and by 1868, Santa Clara Lager beer could be enjoyed at Burton's Ale House on South First Street. Cold 
storage "lagering" was necessary for the fermentation and preservation of lager beer and was at first made possible with blocks of ice cut from fro-
zen lakes in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. 
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[102]  The Fredericksburg Brewery  
The Fredericksburg Brewery was founded in 1869; and by 1889, it was brewing almost 60,000 barrels per year, much of it shipped up and down 
the Pacific Coast from its "castle" on Cinnabar Street.  
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[103]  Charles Vath's Rainier Beer Agency  
Meanwhile, brewers from outside the Santa Clara Valley were beginning to invade the local market. By 1901, Charles Vath was receiving trainloads 
of Seattle-brewed Rainier Beer at his bottling plant at 4th and Virginia Streets from which he delivered bottles and kegs to local drinking establish-
ments such as the Richelieu Saloon. This 1914 panoramic photograph shows Vath's employees posing together with his impressive fleet of wagons 
and trucks.   
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[104]  The Richelieu Saloon  
His hand resting atop the beer tap, the bartender at the Richelieu Saloon at 20 North First Street stands proudly with his customers in this 1910 photo. 
Unfortunately, the Richelieu was closed in 1914, after the owner was arrested for selling liquor to minors.  
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[105]  The Prohibition Party of California 
 But even as the market for alcoholic beverages was burgeoning, there was a growing temperance movement calling for their abolition. The Prohi-
bition Party was founded in 1869; and by 1892, the California branch was well established in San Jose with local merchant and attorney Henry 
French serving as Chairman of the State Central Committee. French was the 1896 Prohibitionist candidate for Governor of California. He lost! 

Images on file at the Smith-Layton Archive, Sourisseau Academy for State and Local History  
September 2015 

Sourisseau



 8 

 

[106]  The Anti-Saloon League  
By 1908, San Jose's Anti-Saloon League was campaigning for a "Stainless Flag" — unstained, that is, by alcoholic beverages. 
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[107]  A children's rally for Prohibition  
As election day approached in 1918, a cohort of San Jose children wearing "California Dry" pennants stood ready to march with their large print-
ed sign held high: "For a Dry State, Vote Yes." 
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[108]  Prescription Form for Medicinal Liquor  
The Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, prohibiting the sale and distribution of alcoholic beverages in the United States, was passed in 1918 
and took effect on January 17, 1920. (San Jose had actually become dry in 1918 through local legislation.) Thereafter, liquor was only allowed for 
religious or medicinal purposes. Although you could still sip Sacramental wine at Communion, you now needed a doctor's prescription for essential 
medicines, like whiskey! Rumor has it that when a woman gave birth, the doctor would sometimes wink at her husband and write a prescription for 
medicinal whiskey — to calm his nerves!  
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[109]  Beer bottle labels: Fredericksburg, Wieland  and Old Joe's  
Fifteen years later in 1933 when Prohibition was repealed, the Fredericksburg Brewery reopened under new ownership — the Pacific Brewing and 
Malting Company — and they promptly resurrected the historic Fredericksburg, John Wieland and Old Joe's beer brands. 
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[110]  Falstaff Brewing Company  Photo by Arnold "Del" Del Carlo.  
Then, in 1951, the Falstaff Brewing Company of St. Louis, Missouri bought Pacific Brewing, thus severing one of our last connections to local 
brewing grandeur. 
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[111]  Joseph George Distributor on St. John Street  
Meanwhile, beer distribution was being taken over by wholesale companies with warehouses and trucks allowing them to supply retailers through-
out a region. One of these was Joseph George Distributor, which in 1940 began large-scale delivery of beer, wine and liquor from its storefront on 
St. John Street. The sign in the window of this 1949 photo announces their move to a brand new 50,000 square foot building at 250 Stockton Street. 
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[112]  Fleet of Joseph George trucks  
Spotless dark-green Joseph George delivery trucks supplied retailers throughout northern California. 
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[113]  Groundbreaking Joseph George Distributor  
By 1968, the firm needed more space to house all of its operations. Thus, Joseph George and his son Glenn built a 55,000 square foot beer ware-
house at 310 Martin Avenue in Santa Clara. In 1969 for their other operations, they broke ground for a 110,000 square foot warehouse (the size of 
two football fields, plus end-zones) at the other end of their property at 1600 Coleman Avenue. By then, Joseph George had become the largest dis-
tributor of liquor, beer and wine in Northern California. Here, Joseph and Edith George (far left and right) stand together with Glenn and Noelle 
"Bobbe" George (center) holding the architect's rendering for the Coleman Ave. building. 
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[114]  Glenn George establishes a Guinness world's record 
By the mid-to-late 1970s, Glenn George could easily establish a Guinness record for the World's Largest Beer Display: 15,000 cases of Olympia! 
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[115]  Bert George reinvents the firm  
However, by the early 1980s, the economics underlying wholesale beer and liquor distribution changed, as producers began to ship directly to  
retailers. In 1987, third-generation Bert George reinvented the firm as a retailer, not of liquor and beer, but of the finest high-end wines produced in  
California. 
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[116]  Today we can once again drink the products of local firms  
The 1990s finally saw the re-birth of beer production in the Santa Clara Valley with local labels such as Gordon Biersch. And, if beer is not your 
"cup of tea," Bert George, having planted a vineyard of Sauvignon Blanc vines in the Napa Valley, now offered his own label, not only at his store 
on Meridian Avenue, but at numerous charity events throughout the Valley.  
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