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The historic Pilsner Urquell brewhouse dating from the early 20th century sits 
next to the modern brewhouse completed in 2004

One of the benefits of being an 
avid traveller – both for business 
and leisure - is that it offers 

opportunities to indulge my other great 
passion – beer. Whenever I find myself in 
some far-flung destination I make a point 
of tracking down the local beers. Whether 
it’s mainstream commercial or local craft, as 
long as it’s something that is only available 
in that country or, even better, only in the 
town where I’m staying, then I’m game. 
If there is also a chance to tour the brewing 
facility and speak to the brewers then so 
much the better. And every now and again 
I will end up in one of those places that are 
considered the cradles of brewing culture. 
So when this year I had a chance to visit 
three of these places in quick succession 
I thought I’d use the occasion to explore 
brewing past and present. This meant 
visiting the homes of iconic beers and local 
craft breweries.

The world’s biggest drinkers 
The first stop was in the Czech Republic, 
home to the biggest beer drinkers in the 
world (they have had the highest per capita 
beer consumption for nearly a quarter of 
a century), the Saaz hop and, for such a 
lager-centric population, a surprisingly large 
number of craft breweries.
We were staying in Prague but I couldn’t 
wait to take a short train ride to Plzen – 
home of pilsner-  and more specifically 
the only place in the world where Pilsner 
Urquell is brewed. The brewery is a short 
walk from the centre of town and fully 
geared towards both the casual beer tourist 
and the avid brewery fan. The scheduled 
guided tours run with military precision 
and turn out to be much better than 
anticipated. 
When we boarded a bus and were taken 
directly to the bottling hall I was expecting 
the worst - a whistle-stop look at a modern 

brewery, a quick tasting and off-loading 
back at the shop where you can spend your 
Euros on branded merchandise. Perhaps 
it was the hum of the 120,000 bottles per 
hour rattling along the conveyors that put 
me in a more agreeable mood. Who can 
resist the hypnotic effect of bottles hurtling 
along the straights then somehow shuffling 
themselves into an orderly queue as they 
round the bend, only to be swallowed up by 
the filler to emerge seconds later from the 
labeller looking good enough to drink?
It turns out that this last step in the 
production process was the first stop on the 
tour only because it was the furthest point 
from the visitor centre. So we climbed on 
the bus again and from there it just got 
better. A snazzy audio-visual presentation 
gave us the history of the brewery, followed 
by a sensory experience where you can see, 
smell and touch what goes into the beer. 
Then it was a tour of the brewhouse which 
has ultra-modern technology alongside early 
20th century equipment which is still in 
use. They have also managed to preserve the 
original kettle in which the first pilsner was 
brewed in 1842, although it is no longer 
used for brewing.
But the highlight of the tour came at the 
end. The brewery continues to produce 
a small amount of Pilsner Urquell using 
the traditional method, which involves 
fermentation in open wooden vats and 
maturing the beer in oak lager casks that 
are kept in underground limestone cellars. 
Visitors are privileged to be able to taste this 
unique unfiltered and unpasteurised beer 
right there in the cellars – the only place in 
the world it can be tasted. A unique treat 
for the any beer enthusiast. And for only 
200 Czech Korunas (R 125) it’s a must 
see-attraction if you ever find yourself in 
the Czech Republic – and indeed reason 
enough to have you booking a trip to this 
fascinating Eastern European country.

Opposite top Left: Pilsner Urquell’s  
distinctive entrance is a neo-renaissance  
double-arched gate, built in 1892 to  
commemorate 50 years of brewing Pilsner beer

Opposite bottom left: the Guinness Brewery 
at St James’s Gate

CRAFT IN PRAGUE
There’s a thriving craft beer scene in the city, 
and the best way to see as much as you can 
is to join a tour. Highlights include Pivovarský 
Dům (pivovarskydum.com), which has eight 
ever-changing beers on tap (it’s associated 

with the local Craft Brewers Association) and 
Pivovar U Fleků (ufleku.cz), serving a dark lager 
brewed to the same recipe since 1499. But it is 
a bit of a tourist trap so beware of the ‘extras’ 
– attentive waiting staff offer you shots from

their trays and you only find out on leaving that
they are exorbitantly expensive!

If you prefer to design your own tour, there are 
dozens of small breweries to visit, and if time is 
limited then try the Prague Beer Museum. Not 
to be confused with the ‘Czech Beer Museum’, 
this is a bar (actually part of a chain) with 30 

local beers on tap – all available on a massive 
tasting tray if you are brave enough. 

MYTHBUSTERS
Budweiser is a bad beer. That all depends 

where you buy it! The Budweiser name is the 
subject of a legal battle that has been going 

on for 110 years. Basically, the American 
Budweiser is sold in most countries outside 

of Europe, but in Europe itself you will find the 
original Czech Budweiser – a much tastier 
beer in the pilsner style. In certain places 

such as the UK you will find both brands on 
the shelves. The backstory is fascinating so 
Google it to understand why AB-InBev is so 

unpopular in Budweis.

Guinness is made with water from the River 
Liffey. Despite its location on the banks of 
the river in the heart of Dublin, the brewery 
doesn’t use the river water for two reasons. 
Firstly, it’s not of a quality that could be used 
for beer and secondly, with Guinness being 
brewed in 49 breweries around the world it 

would be difficult to transport sufficient water 
to those far-flung locations. 

Your family will never enjoy a brewery visit. 
Take them to Guinness Storehouse and they’ll 
be smiling from ear to ear. There’s something 

for everyone.
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