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By the end of the 1970s, there were 
fewer than 100 breweries left in the 
USA.

And a new beer style was about to 
take the country by storm – light beer. 
Brewed with enzymes to further break 
down malt’s starches, American light 
lager was even more dry, crisp and 
flavourless than the American lager 
from which it evolved. 

Initially developed as a diet beer 
concept by Dr Joseph Owades in 
1967, the idea didn’t take off until it 
was relaunched a few years later as 
a lifestyle brand, a less-filling option 
loved by athletes. The first American 
light lager was Miller Lite and American 
consumers couldn’t get enough.

Coors Light was launched in 1978, 
followed by Bud Light in 1981, which 
eventually became the number one 
beer brand in America.

Compared to the robust pilsner-style 
beers they once derived from, the 
post-Prohibition American lager and 
light lager are thin, highly carbonated 
and relatively flavourless with mass-
market appeal. 

They’re both brewed with a large 
portion of rice or corn in place 
of barley malt, again to keep the 
beer as light and crisp as possible. 
(These ingredients add sugar, but no 
additional protein, so they won’t bulk 
out the body of the beer.)

It’s hard to believe the brewing industry 
could recover from this, but it did. 
In the 1970s, what we know today 
as the craft beer movement led to 
a rediscovery and re-emergence of 
traditional styles from all over the 
world. But we’ll save that story for 
Chapter Four.

Prohibition was a 13-year-long ban on 
the manufacture, sale and distribution 
of alcoholic beverages in America, from 
1920 to 1933. It forced many breweries 
to consolidate or close, leading to 
fierce competition and cost-cutting 
among the breweries that did survive, 
changing the flavour of American beer 
forever.

But there were factors at play before 
Prohibition. In the 1890s, the American 
brewing industry had already begun 
consolidating because of an economic 
depression. (There were more than 
4,000 breweries in the USA in the 
1870s; that number had fallen by half 
two decades later).

At the same time, the temperance 
movement – a social movement against 
the consumption of alcohol – was 
gaining momentum. And war with 
Germany meant German beers weren’t 
looked upon very favourably (some 
going to far as to say drinking German-
style lager was an act of betrayal).

Although the total number of breweries 
in the USA was in decline in the early 
1900s, total beer output from these 
breweries was increasing rapidly 
through their newfound scale and 
efficiency.

When Prohibition put a stop to the 
production of alcohol, most small 
breweries were forced to close their 
doors. The larger breweries survived, 
however, by diversifying and producing 
goods like malt extract, soft drinks and 
“near beer” (beer that was less than 
0.5% alcohol).

Due to the lost tax revenue and 
disastrous rise in organized crime, 
Prohibition was eventually repealed 
in 1933. But the Great Depression 
hit in 1929 and World War II was 
less than a decade away. Germans 
and their beer were under threat yet 
again and ingredients were rationed 
– proportional to brewery size. Again, 
smaller breweries took the hit.

Before World War I, the US had 1,392 
breweries. After World War II, there 
were 476. 

More than a decade without beer led 
most Americans to lose their taste for 
it, particularly beer’s bitterness. After 
the wars, most remaining breweries 
were producing essentially the same 
beer – a crisp, clean and rather 
flavourless American lager. So how 
did they compete? Mass advertising, 
consolidation and cost-cutting.

WHAT HAPPENED 
POST-PROHIBITION?


