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Adults who last visited the
island 30 years ago as
children are often struck by
how the land and buildings
haven’t changed much from
the memories of their
childhood vacations,
something that the island
residents have worked hard to
preserve. Even the
commercial elements have
historical significance — the
Art & Nature Center, for
example, is housed in the
island’s old school building,
constructed in 1904. Mann’s
Mercantile, the grocery store,
has been in operation for over
90 years. If visitors to Door
County want to get away
from the bustle of urban life,
and enjoy a more relaxing
pace for a spell, then
Washington Island might be a
good place to do so.

On June 20, 1850, the Town
of Washington was founded
at Henry Miner’s house on
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Rock Island. The new town
consisted of the three islands
of Washington, Rock, and
Detroit. In 1870, W.F.
Wickman, a Dane, persuaded
four bachelors from Iceland
to move to Washington
Island. They came and
established the second oldest
Icelandic settlement in
America. The first settlers on
the island were primarily
fishermen, but as new arrivals
came from Norway, Sweden,
and Denmark, they brought
with them farming, logging,
and other skills that enhanced
the island way of life and the
economy.

“Farming is a huge part of
island history,” says Carol
Stayton, President of the
Washington Island Chamber
of Commerce as well as the
owner of Viking Village
Hotel. “We’ve been farming
potatoes, apples, cherries,
wheat, and many other crops
for centuries. Ice was
harvested from Jackson
Harbor and shipped to
Chicago for the meatpackers.
Christmas trees were grown
and harvested and shipped to
Chicago, Milwaukee, and
their suburbs. The island was
a source of many things for
ports along Green Bay and
Chicago.”

So how does a small island so
steeped in farming tradition,
22 square miles in size and
home to a year-round
population of about 660
people, become instantly
recognizable around the state
of Wisconsin and beyond
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because of a beer?

And not just any beer, but a
beer made by a Madison-area
establishment who touts itself
as “America’s #1 rated
brewery?”

Ask anyone involved with the
process of producing Capital
Brewery’s famed Island
Wheat Beer, and they’ll give
you an answer in a
combination of very similar
words.

Luck. Chance. Destiny.
Fortune. Serendipity.

“Yes — | would say that the
story of Island Wheat would
be serendipity — to an infinite
degree,” laughs Kirby
Nelson, the brewmaster of
Capital Brewery. “It was like
the stars aligned.”

However, perhaps the
luckiest part of the Capital
Brewery/Washington Island
partnership is how it has
helped the island restore
many things — among them, a
full-time farming economy
and a community sense of
pride in the island’s history
and its offerings.

The story of Capital
Brewery’s Island Wheat Beer
started simply enough — with
a surplus of product. Ken
Koyen and his brother Tom,
the two primary growers of
wheat on the island, had been
supplying wheat for
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Washington Island Brands
LLC which owns the
Washington Hotel,
Restaurant, and Culinary
School. The intent was for
the hotel to mill the wheat
into flour to make breads,
muffins, pastries, and the
like. The opportunity came in
the fall of 2005, when Ken
and Tom grew more wheat
than the hotel needed for
baking. Brian Vanderwalle
and Brian Ellison, the two
men behind Washington
Island Brands, decided to
take a sample of the island
wheat to Capital Brewery in
Madison to see if they would
be at all interested in using it.

Capital Brewery is a
publicly-held brewing
company based in Middleton,
Wisconsin, which is just
outside of Madison. In
addition to Island Wheat,
Capital brews seven annual,
four seasonal, and four
limited release beers, which
amounts to roughly 17,000
barrels a year. The brewery
has enjoyed countless awards,
including being named the
top brewery in America by
the Beverage Tasting Institute
of America, which consists of
a panel of international beer
experts. Kirby Nelson,
Capital’s Head Brewmaster,
has been brewing beer with
Capital since February of
1986, and Capital’s president,
Carl Nolen, has been in the
brewing industry for even
longer than that.

“Capital Brewery was
working on a new beer at the
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time — a cream ale. | have
always enjoyed wheat beer,
and | was hoping that we
would be able to produce one
at some point,” says Nelson.
“The problem was that we
could never find a significant
supply of wheat that we were
happy with. I was in the
middle of researching and
testing for the cream ale, and
out of the blue, the two
Brians (Vanderwalle and
Ellison) walked in with a
sample of this wheat from
Washington Island. We did
some testing with it, and it
wasn’t long before the cream
ale idea was put on the back
burner.” Ken Koyen laughs
and says, “It was literally a
month between the sample
being delivered to Capital
Brewery and negotiations
being discussed for the
selling of the wheat. Talk
about a window of
opportunity!”

“When we obtained the
sample, the wheat from the
island wasn’t of the right
malting quality, but that
wasn’t a problem — we knew
that we could do a variety of
things to change that,” says
Nelson. “What was more
important was to ensure that
we would have a steady
supply of the wheat — to
make sure that the island was
able to keep up with the
demand.” Koyen adds, “I
think the most challenging
part of the process for us
wasn’t the fact that we had
more than enough farmland
on the island — the problem
was that some of that
‘farmland’ hadn’t been
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