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Step Aside, Shower Beer: In Estonia, It's
All About the Sauna Beer

By Barbara Woolsey

In Estania, beer and sauna go hand-in-hand. From a very early age, Jaanis Tammela understood

that one couldn't exist without the other. As the saying goes, a sauna without beer is just a shower.

*My first childhood memories are from our weekly community sauna where we youngsters were
sweating on the lower bench with the grown-ups,” he recalls, "We probably didn't understand those
discussions carried over from the sauna to the relaxing room, but | remember beer bottles around

the place all the time.”

Decades later, Jaanis Tammela is the CED and co-founder of Tanker, a craft brewery producing

Sauna Session, one of Estonia’s most well-known craft beers.

The Baltic country has a population of one million and is smaller in size than New Hampshire and
Massachusetts combined, but it's home to more than 80 micrebreweries, making it one of Europe’s

most exciting craft beer scenes.
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Craft beer has been greatly influenced by age-old sauna tradition, including beers made

for drinking in the sauna and inspired by its aromas, evoking fond memories in every sip.

Sauna stretches as far back as the 13th century in Estonia. Today, taking refuge into the wooden

shack for a deep sweat is a typical way to relax and be social, but it used to be much more.

Estonians believed that spirits lived within the wood; as such, ceremonial washes for brides and
preparing bodies for burial happened here. Saunas were hygienic spaces where people bathed,
gave birth, and even smoked meat, In neighboring Finland, where sauna was invented, it was often

referred to as the “poor man's pharmacy.”

Beer was brewed in saunas, too—in ancient times, but also during the Soviet era when peaple
brewed beer, grew vegetables, and foraged to enjoy a better assortment of foods than the limited

rations they received from the state.

S0 when Estonia’s craft beer scene began evolving a few years ago, it was because a lot of people

picked up homebrewing again in their saunas, like the founders of Lehe, two corporate workers who

brewed out of a sauna until opening a real brewery in 2013.
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