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It's no secret that Bethlehem loves its beer. From the plethora of bars in the city to the annual celebration of alcohol (and music) that is Musikfest, local drinkers can't get enough of the stuff.

What you might not know, however, is just how far back that love affair with beer goes.

A new exhibit from Historic Bethlehem Partnership aims to change that.
"Roll Out The Barrel: Bethlehem Brew History," now in the Goundie House on Main Street, documents the city's history of brewing, from its beginnings in the 18th century to the present. Old artifacts from breweries and newer equipment fill four rooms of the house of Johann Goundie, who was the region's first celebrated brewer.

Bonnie Stacy, curator of collections and exhibitions for Historic Bethlehem Partnership, says the exhibit has been brewing in her mind for years.

"I had always gotten interest from people who wanted to learn more about brewing history, especially since our exhibits are held in Goundie's old house," Stacy says. "It made sense. Now that it's here, people are very excited."

The first part of the exhibit focuses on Goundie, who came to Bethlehem from Germany in 1803 to take over the Moravian community's brewery along the Lehigh River. In 1812, he moved the brewery to the basement of his house, and then to buildings in his backyard, but no artifacts remain.

Bethlehem's other former breweries are accounted for through bottle caps, labels and photos -- South Bethlehem Brewery, at Webster and Fourth streets; Widman Brewing Co., near the Colonial Quarter, and Beth Uhl Brewing Co., on Union Boulevard where the Old Brewery Tavern now stands.

The last brewery closed in 1954, marking the first time since 1783 that locally made beer could not be purchased in Bethlehem. That changed in 1998, with the opening of the Bethlehem Brew Works.

One room puts the spotlight on Bethlehem during Prohibition (1920-1933), when the breweries still made beer even when it was banned and the city was considered to be "wet." Stacy wanted to represent the era, which isn't often discussed. A detailed poster features a rare account from famed journalist H.L. Mencken, who talks about the speakeasy experience in Bethlehem during the 1920s, and mentions the murder of a police officer in a red-light district robbery.

"We wanted to expand beyond just a history of Moravian brewing, because there was so much more to it in the city," Stacy says. "There was sort of a colorful history of crime and corruption during the [Prohibition] era, so we wanted to represent that."

Other highlights include a 200-year-old copper still, which was used to make brandy from wine, and a hot liquor tank and mash turn, which were donated by local brewer Chris Bowen. The tank was made from copper tubs of washing machines. Water is heated in one vessel and mixed with ground malt in the other in a process called "mashing."

One room re-creates what it was like to drink in a saloon in the early 1900s, with an old playing card table and a painting similar to what might have hung on the bar's walls. Stacy says the saloon art is the topic of a future lecture that will be held at the exhibit called "Not Just Dogs Playing Poker." That's not the only event on tap.

Stacy plans to bring in guest lecturers and coordinate beer tastings for members of the Historic Bethlehem Society. She says that because there are people with great knowledge of breweries in the area, she can constantly add to the exhibit.

"Something that's really great is that people are coming in to the exhibit and telling me things about brewing that I haven't learned about yet," Stacy says. "I can change things around here based on that new knowledge. For example, a man came in here with an article he wrote about one of the old breweries, so I'll probably rewrite that label to include the new information he gave me."

To mark the opening of the exhibit, Bowen and Beau Baden, who is the master brewer at the Allentown and Bethlehem Brew Works, teamed up to brew "Goundie's Old Monocacy Ale," adapted from historical recipes. It gives beer drinkers an idea of the flavors that 18th-century Bethlehem residents tasted.

Though the ale is all gone for now, the Brew Works may mix up a new batch during the exhibit's run.
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'ROLL OUT THE BARREL: BETHLEHEM BREW HISTORY'
When: Through Aug. 8, 2010
Where: Goundie House, 505 Main St., Bethlehem (enter through Visitor Center)
Hours: 10 a.m.-5 p.m. Tuesday through Saturday; noon-5 p.m. Sunday
How much: $3 suggested donation
Info: 610-691-6055, www.historicbethlehem.org
Special events:
Member's reception: 5-7 p.m. Sept. 24. Taste three beers brewed just for event. Tour exhibit with curator. $15, non-members; free, members
Noontime lectures: At Luckenbach Mill, 459 Old York Road, free. Oct. 13: Prohibition in Bethlehem, by Adam Bentz; March 16: Bar Art: Not Just Dogs Playing Poker, by Bonnie Stacy
Feed Your Mind Happy Hours: 5-7 p.m., Goundie House. $8, members; $10, non-members, reservations requested (call 610-882-0450, ext. 10). Includes a talk. Oct. 15: Prohibition in Bethlehem; March 18: Bar Art: Not Just Dogs Playing Poker
Bethlehem Harvest Festival: 11 a.m.-5 p.m. Oct. 3. Amateur brewer Chris Bowen will portray Johann Sebastian Goundie and brew up some beer in front of the Goundie House. Free.
