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IN
BREWING

ORLANDO

Something 
 Awfully Good is

BY JOHN TERRY

TTwo decades ago, about the most exotic beer you could order at a local 
watering hole was Heineken. But we live in a craft beer world now.

Places such as World of Beer in Lake Mary or Redlight Redlight in 
Orlando allow beer lovers to walk in and choose from hundreds of 
beers. There are even a handful of breweries around town producing 
craft beers. But despite the growth, the local brewing trend is still in 
its infancy.

Redlight Redlight often gets credit for introducing a lot of people to 
craft beer in Orlando, but the movement truly goes back even further 
to 1997 when a brewpub opened in the most unlikely of places: 
Orlando International Airport. Back then, most beer drinkers in Cen-
tral Florida weren’t hip to the idea of alternative beers with more 
complex flavors. But Shipyard Brewing Co., based out of Portland, 
Maine, decided to take a chance and build the airport brewery.

“This was before the craft beer and microbrew trend started,” says 
Ron Raike, who ran the local Shipyard operation at the time and is 
now brewmaster at Cask & Larder in Winter Park. “So it was a tough 
battle. Plus we were in a corner of the main terminal that was kind 
of dead at the time.” But Raike adds that by the end of the brewery’s 
lease, traffic had increased so much to the area that officials wanted 
to put a food court in that spot. “By then the beers had been on tap 
in the airport location for five years. So it was a good start for us in 
Florida,” says Raike.

The Shipyard’s presence at Orlando International Airport helped build 
awareness of craft beer among some locals, according to Raike. He 
trained the service staff to know more about beer, and they in turn 
were able to pass along that knowledge to customers.
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BREW DO YOU LOVE?

But how did Raike become a beer expert to begin 
with? As with most things — it takes practice.

“When I was in college, I loved good beer but 
couldn’t afford it,” Raike says. “I was working on 
my master’s degree in engineering, and one of the 
guys I worked with said he was brewing a batch 
of beer and invited me over. I knew beer could be 
brewed. My grandfather did it during Prohibition 
times. My dad made wine when I was growing up. 
I thought it was kind of a cool idea.”

Raike’s hobby quickly grew into a passion. He 
read everything he could find about beer cul-
ture and history. He learned why different beers 
came from certain regions and how they evolved. 
He was already in education mode because of his 
master’s studies. The focus just changed from en-
gineering to beer. “Now here I am 25 years later,” 
says Raike. “It’s been an onward and upward 
journey.”

All that experimentation paid off. Raike says it 
helped train his palate and hone his techniques.

“It’s what got me into the beer business,” Raike 
says. “I was with Shipyard for 15 years total. Five 
years at the airport, and then I went on to do sales 
and marketing for them after the airport operation 
shut down.”

Then Raike found the opportunity he had been 
preparing for since his first batch of home brew in 
the late ‘80s. Local restaurateurs James and Julie 
Petrakis were making plans to open Cask & Larder. 
They already knew Raike, who built the draft beer 
system at their already successful restaurant down 
the street, The Ravenous Pig.

“When I built the system at the Pig, we had some 
conversations about the beer business,” Raike 
says. “I started talking to them about what they 
were going to do at Cask & Larder, and we joined 
forces. My experience in the brewpub business 
is that they usually have either strong beers and 
weak food, or weak beers and strong food. But I 
was comfortable with the Ravenous Pig food. I 
knew Larry Foor would be the head bartender, and 
I knew Larry’s cocktails. Between the three of us, I 
was certain this would work.”

Winter Park resident Bob Atchison is among the 
craft beer aficionados singing the praises of Raike’s 
recipes. 

“I first discovered American craft beer on my hon-
eymoon in Portland, which was in 2000,” Atchison 
says. “Then Mellow Mushroom here in Winter 
Park gave me my first exposure to a wide variety 
of American craft beer. That’s where I got into 
different styles and flavors.”

But Atchison found beer nirvana at Cask & Larder.

“I’m a big fan of Ron’s beer. I think it’s amazing to 
sit at a bar and drink a beer while looking through 
big windows into the room where it was brewed. It 
doesn’t get much better than that.”BREWING

ORLANDO

Ron Raike
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TAPPING INTO A TREND

By the time Cask & Larder opened in 2012, the craft beer 
phenomenon had caught on in Central Florida. Connois-
seurs of high-quality fermented hops and barley were get-
ting their regular fix at Redlight Redlight.

In 2008, that bar’s original 900-square-foot location in Win-
ter Park gave way to a larger space a few miles south, on 
Bennett Road. Then in 2012 there was a second move to 
the current, even-larger location on Corrine Drive.

“You can’t talk about the craft beer community in Or-
lando without talking about Redlight Redlight,” Atchison 
says. “That is a place where people take their beer very 
seriously.”

Atchison adds that he appreciates the sense of community 
among local brewers and bar owners.
“I went to a Cigar City Brewing party at the Ravenous Pig, 
and I was sitting across the table from the owner and one 
of the bartenders from Redlight Redlight,” Atchison says. 
“It really is one big, happy family.”

As Redlight Redlight nurtured Central Florida beer enthu-
siasts, many of them stumbled onto Orlando Brewing. The 
brewery and taproom are located a little off the beaten 
path, near the Amtrak station on the south side of down- PH
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)Cask & Larder’s 
Brew Master Ron Raike

Cask & Larder

Bob Atchinson
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town Orlando. Much like Ron Raike from Cask & Larder, 
Orlando Brewing president John Cheek wanted to brew 
the same kind of beer he enjoys drinking.

The really good kind.

PURITY PLEDGE

Orlando Brewing is one of only 10 USDA-approved organic 
breweries in the U.S., and the only organic brewery in the 
Southeast. Farmers that grow the raw ingredients have to 
follow three specific parameters:

1) There are no genetically modified organisms in the 
hops or barley. 
2) No animal by-products are used to fertilize the grains 
that go into Orlando Brewing’s beers.
3) Ingredients are grown without the application of insec-
ticides or pesticides.

Volunteer coordinator and brewery tour guide James Elmer 
says that by following these three major principles, Or-
lando Brewing doesn’t cut any corners.

“The farmers that supply us are growing crops the way 
they are supposed to be grown,” Elmer says. “It’s not PH
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cheap. Our ingredients cost around 
three times as much as regular in-
gredients. That’s how we provide our 
customers with the best tasting beer 
possible.”

Orlando Brewing makes beer in ac-
cordance with the Reinheitsgebot, 
which was adopted in 1516 and also 
is known at the German Purity Law. 
According to the law, beer can con-
tain only four basic ingredients: water, 
hops, yeast and barley. The Germans 
didn’t want any adjuncts introduced to 
their beers — and five centuries later, 
Orlando Brewing feels the same way.

“Of the 23 styles of beer brewed at Or-
lando Brewing, 19 of them adhere to 
the German Purity Law,” Elmer says. 
“We do offer our ‘Violator Series,’ which 
violates that law in order to offer a 
broader spectrum of beer flavors.”

For example, a vanilla-almond Kolsch 
was recently introduced to celebrate 
the brewery’s eighth anniversary. The 

beer contains adjunct ingredients, but 
the vanilla and almond are both or-
ganic. A grapefruit pale ale contains 
organic grapefruit zest. It doesn’t fol-
low the purity law — but breaking the 
law never tasted so good.

Although Orlando Brewing introduc-
es some interesting flavors, Elmer 
says one thing you will never find 
there is an American lager.

“Lagers can be good if they’re made 
correctly, but American lagers are 
never good to me. It’s because they 
use rice and corn in those recipes. 
Rice and corn have tons of sugar. 
And we need sugar for the brewing 
process. The problem is that rice and 
corn provide too much sugar and 
give the beer an awful flavor.”

Elmer says that’s why so many large 
commercial beer makers promote 
the idea of drinking their beer ice 
cold. They sell the concept of ice-cold 
beer as “refreshing,” but what it really 

does is mask the flavor.

“You’re pretty much just drinking ice-
cold, alcohol sugar water.”

You won’t find a single frosted mug in 
the Orlando Brewing taproom. They 
want you to taste all the great flavors 
in the beer. The beer is around 35 or 
40 degrees when it comes out of the 
cooler, then warms up to around 45 
to 55 after it hits the glass. According 
to Elmer, that is the perfect tempera-
ture for enjoying their organic ales 
and lagers.

LIVING THE DREAM

In the back of every home-brewers 
mind is the crazy dream of one day 
opening a brewery.

“It’s an insane idea,” admits Sky 
Conley, who started the Hourglass 
Brewery in Longwood with co-found-
er Brett Mason.

John Creek, ownder of 
Orlando Brewing



51LakeMaryHealthyLiving.com | JUNE/JULY 2014

PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

Y:
 B

ET
SY

 H
A

N
SE

N

“But I guess we’re a little more insane than some other 
people, because we figured we could do this,” Conley says. 
“Brett and I were home brewers for years at his house. Most 
home brewers will brew a batch once or twice month. We 
were going at it full bore, brewing four times a week.”

After nailing down some great recipes, the partners saved and 
planned for more than two years before taking the plunge.

Apparently beer fans in Seminole County and throughout 
Central Florida were more than ready when the Hourglass 
taproom opened in August of 2012.
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“We had 1,500 people the first night,” Conley says. “The po-
lice had to shut down the street. We brewed 90 kegs for the 
opening event – and went through 82 of them that night. 
Word spreads virally among craft beer fans and home 
brewers. So by the time we opened, people had been talk-
ing about it for a good eight months.”

Like Redlight Redlight, Hourglass is winning over a lot of 
beer drinkers. A growing customer base and the desire to 
increase production are prompting a move to a new, bigger 
location just across the street from the current brewery on 
Ronald Reagan Boulevard.

The bigger space will allow Conley and Mason to move 
from their existing three-barrel brewing system to a 10-bar-
rel system. The increased capacity, combined with some 
process changes, will make it possible for the brewery to 
produce nine times more beer than they make now.

MORE, MORE, MORE

With Cask & Larder, Or-
lando Brewing, Hourglass, 
and the often-overlooked 
Big River Grille & Brew-
ing Works at Walt Disney 
World, Orlando currently 
has four full-time brew-
eries. Add to that a small 
brewing operation coming 
online at Redlight Redlight 
and there should be more 
than enough good local 
beer to go around.

Right?

Not even close.

“Right now there are close to 30 breweries in the Tampa 
area,” says Cask & Larder’s Raike. “Five years ago there 
were maybe four or five. There are six in downtown St. 
Petersburg alone. With the way the beer market is growing 
here, Orlando can easily support 30 or 40 breweries.”

Raike believes there are good financial reasons for contin-
ued brewery development.

“A lot of people around here are drinking craft beer, but 
most of the revenue is going out of state because the brew-
eries are located outside Florida. Having local breweries 

Hourglass Brewery owners  
Sky Conley (left) and Brett Mason
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will increase employment and keep 
revenue inside the state.”

Raike and Petrakis are in the early 
stages of planning a large-scale pro-
duction brewery for Orlando.

“It’s all on napkins right now, so it’s 
not official yet,” Raike says. “But it 
will allow me to brew three or four 
beers a day — that means we’ll be 
able to provide Central Florida with a 
lot of beer. It’s just something Orlando 
has needed. We will tie into a local 
distributor and send out kegs, then 
eventually get a canning line so you 
would actually see it on store shelves 
around town.”

In the meantime, Raike continues 
doing his part to introduce more 
Central Floridians to locally brewed 
beer. Small kegs from the Cask & 
Larder brewery are distributed to sis-
ter restaurant The Ravenous Pig and 
other select bars and restaurants.

“It doesn’t sit in a warehouse or on a 
truck,” he says. It travels from Cask 
& Larder directly to local taps, and 
it’s usually gone in a couple days. 
“I’d rather do it that way then have 
something sit in a warehouse, on a 
truck, or in a draft system where it’s 
not moving. I’m trying to build this 
local craft-beer scene. So I’m going 
to keep the quality up. I’d rather do 
it slowly than push beer out just to 
push it out.”

I f you can spot the logo of your favorite brew on the 
jumpsuit of a NASCAR driver — then you probably 

won’t find it on the menu at a bar that specializes in 
craft beer. But don’t let that stop you from joining your 
friends when they want to go out for an India pale ale 
or a Trappist beer.

The bartenders at these places are typically glad to 
help customers pick something appropriate.

“We make sure our bartenders are up to speed with 
everything we have,” says Sky Conley of Hourglass 
Brewery in Longwood. “If someone comes in and says 
they usually drink Corona or Bud Light, we can point them to a pilsner or cream ale 
that is similar but much better. And 99 percent of the time, their palate changes over 
time. After a few visits they tell me they can’t drink the other stuff anymore. And I tell 
them, ‘Welcome to a new way to be broke.’”

Some of Conley’s go-to recommendations for people new to craft beer are Mama’s  
Little Yella Pils by Oskar Blues, and Genesee Cream Ale, a cult classic from upstate  
New York.

If you want to learn the vernacular and be one of those customers having deep, techni-
cal discussions about flavor notes with the bartender, Cask & Larder’s Ron Raike says 
there is only one way to get there.

“You can read books all day long, but until you’re actually drinking, smelling, touching, 
and feeling the product, your taste buds won’t know what all the words mean. You have 

to match your experience with 
those descriptors you read about.”

Raike says it takes time, and be-
coming well versed in beer requires 
a lot of tasting. His recommenda-
tion is to start by ordering a flight, 
which is a sampler of five four-
ounce glasses served on a wooden 
tray. At Cask & Larder, the flight is 
usually Raike’s pick, with beers 
in order from light to dark, mild to 
heavy, and typically with a flavored 
beer somewhere in the mix.

Raike’s philosophy is: The more you 
drink — the more you learn.

“To know good French cooking, you 
have to eat a lot of French food. To 
know ice cream, you have to eat a 
lot of ice cream. And to understand 
beer, you have to drink a lot of 
beer.”  n

YOU’VE  
BEEN DRAFTED

John Terry is a free-
lance writer inspired 
by Charles Kuralt, 
Dave Barry and Bruce 
Springsteen. He digs 
Americana, live music, 
road trips, burgers and 
good beer. More at 
readthisforme.com. JOHN TERRY


