
 
Types of Breweries: The Tasting Room Brewery, Part II 

The Most Affordable Brewery 
 

By Tom Hennessy, Colorado Boy Brewing 
 

 

 

Note: You can subscribe to Tom’s blog, The Affordable Brewery, here. 

I hope last week I didn’t trash your dream of a large packaging brewery. If you have the funds, it is still 
a very viable option. I just have my own way of going about it.  

Now, if your passion is to make a living brewing beer without too many hassles associated with either 
food or distribution, then a tasting room brewery is your answer.  

I am defining a tasting room brewery as basically a brewery with, well, as tasting room. It’s really that 
simple. However unlike a nano brewery, which in my book is similar but might just have a 1 to 3 BBL 
brewing system, a tasting room brewery has a brew set-up that is of sufficient size so you could do a 
limited amount of distribution.  

EQUIPMENT 

Kettle 

In my mind if I were to open this type of brewery, my minimum equipment size would be a 7 BBL 
system. 10 BBL would even be nicer, but I find when shopping for used equipment there is a lot more 7 
BBL stuff available. You might get lucky and find some good 10 BBL equipment, and if you do - great.  

https://tomhennessy.substack.com/
https://www.startabrewery.com/
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fbucketeer-e05bbc84-baa3-437e-9518-adb32be77984.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F26711ca0-3bee-4e45-ac02-648a812f3c71_5184x3456.jpeg
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With this size brewery, you can go direct fire using a 200k to 300k burner. The kettle you buy most 
likely will already have one. It’s a simple set up. However the gas flu vent that comes off the bottom 
needs to have a balancer on it. That way when the pipe gets hot, rather than drawing all the heat from 
the bottom of the kettle, it pulls in room air, and that makes the kettle very efficient.  

 

 
 

Air Balancer 

Mash Tun 

There are many things you could use for a mash tun. A simple dairy tank with a copper pipe laid in the 
bottom with slits cut in the pipe would only run you about $2,000. Or you could buy a real mash tun 
from a good manufacturer that is insulated and cost about $12,000. Both are good, the real mash tun 
is better, but it depends on your budget.  

Platform 

I wouldn’t get one. They give the brewer a great feeling of power, up there on the stainless steel stage, 
and it is a safe area to work on the mash and kettle, however it will set you back about 4 or 5K. I prefer 
to use that money on other things, so I would buy a mobile step platform for about $500. 

  

https://www.glaciertanks.com/catalogsearch/result/?q=+MIDCO-EC200
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fbucketeer-e05bbc84-baa3-437e-9518-adb32be77984.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F809d0859-3b01-40b8-8c81-84d2dc13325d_536x708.png
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fbucketeer-e05bbc84-baa3-437e-9518-adb32be77984.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F809d0859-3b01-40b8-8c81-84d2dc13325d_536x708.png
https://www.globalindustrial.com/p/mobile-3-step-24-wx36-l-platform-w-handrails?ref=5
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fbucketeer-e05bbc84-baa3-437e-9518-adb32be77984.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F809d0859-3b01-40b8-8c81-84d2dc13325d_536x708.png
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Hot Liquor Tank 

You probably aren’t going to be doing double batches in a small brewery, so this tank doesn’t need a 
heat source. It just needs to temporarily hold hot water that is heated in the kettle. I cover the brewing 
process in my very famous excellent book, Colorado Boy SOP. Here again you could use a dairy tank, or 
a nice non-jacketed Letina tank works well and looks great too.  

Call me crazy - many people do - but I would put this tank on a stand so you could just gravity your hot 
liquor to your mash tun for sparge, rather than using a second pump. It works great.  

Fermenters 

Three jacketed Letinas, the Z-1000-C for $3900 each From St. Pats of Texas are great. Two people can 
move them around because they are so light. They look good, and are only 32 inches in diameter, so 
they will fit anywhere. You can brew a full 7 BBL’s in them if your plato is 13 degrees or less. If brewing 
a big beer you will want to brew 5 or 6 BBL’s or the yeast will blow out the top. That’s because they are 
265 gallons and a conical is about 310 gallons.  

Your other choice, which is a good one, is to find used conicals. They are the best for fermentation and 
harvesting yeast, but used they will set you back 5 or 6k each. The third choice is a jacketed horizontal 
dairy tank. That’s about 2k, but you will want them in a separate room. Also, harvesting is a wee bit 
more difficult, but not impossible. I have brewed with them. By the way, all three of these choices 
work great and will make world class beers.  

Serving Tanks 

As you know by now I am a big fan of serving your beer at the bar right out of a serving tank, rather 
than a keg. You will always have some beer in kegs as you keg a tank off as it gets near the bottom, but 
using serving tanks will make your life so much easier. Again, make a big cooler so as you grow, you can 
add more serving tanks, which will give you more options at the tap. You can find these on 
Probrewer.com for about 3k. 

Mill & Auger 

Doing your own milling will save you about .06 per pound compared to pre-ground. There are used 
mills out there but I personally recommend Forgeworks mill. Yes we helped invent it (I was looking for 
cheap alternatives to the expensive ones out there) but we don’t get any kickbacks from Tom Bennett 
at Forgeworks, just to let you know. It is simple and rock solid.  

  

https://www.lulu.com/shop/tom-hennessy/colorado-boy-brewery-sop/paperback/product-22693775.html?page=1&pageSize=4
http://www.stpats.com/gindex.htm
https://www.probrewer.com/classified-ad/7bbl-serving-tanks/
https://www.forgeworksstainless.com/brewhouse-accessories/barley-crusher-1200
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For the auger I have used a flex auger from Farmer Boy AG. I believe it was around $1,000. Shoot me a 
note and I can send you our invoice which shows all the part numbers.  

Here is a video I made a few years ago on an install. 

Extras 

This is your heat exchanger, pump(s), carb stones, valves, etc. I typically buy most of these things new, 
and at this point Glacier Tanks seems to have the best price currently on the little things. CPE Systems 
is a good place to find pumps and heat exchangers.  

LOCATION 

I like warehouse locations as long as they are not too far off the beaten path. The key to your survival 
and happy life, is a thriving tasting room business, so you want a location that is convenient and easy 
to get to. An existing restaurant or bar would save a lot, but you also want high ceilings in case your 
beer becomes so fantastic that you need to expand your brewing system.  

Also, a decent outdoor experience is a huge draw. If I were to build one of these things today and I 
lived in an urban area, I would make a nice dog park attached to the brewery. Or how about a bowling 
alley for your brewery, but keep some lanes so people can play. A movie theater would work well too. I 
like the idea of an airport hanger and the fuselage of a DC3 as the back bar where folks can sit in 
comfort sipping pints.  

The point is to make your tasting room fun to attract customers, but also a good location so it’s not too 
much of a hassle for them to get to you.  

BUSINESS SYSTEM 

I went through this last week with my piece on the Packaging Brewery. This is muy importante! Really, 
you have to read through this and devote your life to it. My old Pizzeria, IL Vicino just celebrated its 30 
year anniversary. My old partner and childhood best friend who still owns it shared with me how it’s 
doing. In a word, great! It’s still making lots of money, and you know why? Sure it’s good, but mainly 
because it adheres to our business system, which monitors the establishment from the books, to the 
quality, to the repair and maintenance, to keeping it fresh.  

If you want to be around in 10 years or 30, you have to have a business system: Plain and simple.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RX2N6FNDFs4&t=4s
https://www.glaciertanks.com/?msclkid=e08b0845618a16ef73456a85a1dfbe07
https://www.cpesystems.com/?msclkid=67ace0c7770d1402d9f48207b7a3f7df&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=**LP%20Branded&utm_term=CPE%20Systems&utm_content=CPE%20Systems
https://tomhennessy.substack.com/p/a-packaging-brewer
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SOME NUMBERS 

 

 
 
Rough Cost of Brewing Equipment  

https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fbucketeer-e05bbc84-baa3-437e-9518-adb32be77984.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F1f8e66e8-190e-477b-b7d1-4b464083c87f_798x1122.png
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fbucketeer-e05bbc84-baa3-437e-9518-adb32be77984.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F1f8e66e8-190e-477b-b7d1-4b464083c87f_798x1122.png
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fbucketeer-e05bbc84-baa3-437e-9518-adb32be77984.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F1f8e66e8-190e-477b-b7d1-4b464083c87f_798x1122.png


Types of Breweries: The Tasting Room Brewery 
(page 6) 

 
 

 

 
 
Rough Cost to Build 

CONCLUSION 

Can you make money for this investment? The big factors are your rent and loan payments. Also how 
you run your brewery. If there is a bar and customers go up to the bar to get their beer and run a tab, 
then your labor is low. On the other hand you could have full service, which will increase your labor 
cost but also increase your sales.  

I tell all our students this however, “Your first year is usually a heaven/hell thing. You are in heaven 
because you love what you do. But it can be hell because of staff turnover and just figuring out what 
you are doing”. However every day there is an improvement, and this type of brewery is really the 
easiest to operate of the three we are covering. I am sure you will find plenty in what I just wrote to 
shoot holes through, but keep in mind, I’m not making this up. I’ve done it and it works. 
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