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F I V E  M I N U T ES  W I T H …

This feature spotlights the extraordinary things being done by  
alumni in the Navy and Marine Corps and their unique, impactful 
achievements in the private sector and in their communities.  
Please send suggestions to jimmy.debutts@usna.com 
 
 
Commander Robert M. Byron ‘85, USN (Ret.), is principle owner of  
Rye Knot, a restaurant, brewery and distillery in Ashville, NC. After his 
commissioning, he served in six ships, including NEWPORT, COONTZ,  
TICONDEROGA, ANZIO and LABOON. He commanded PINCKNEY. 

Following his retirement in 2005, Byron worked 13 years for General 
Atomics Aeronautical Systems, Inc. in business development and  
program management. He left General Atomics at the end of 2016  
and returned to his hometown of Asheville, NC, where he attended  
The Craft Beverage Institute of the Southeast to learn the finer details  
of brewing, wine making and distilling.  

In 2020, he opened Rye Knot which is the first of its kind in the state 
of North Carolina. 

 
Shipmate: What spurred your interest in the brewing/distilling industry?  
 
CDR Byron: I enjoyed watching the Discovery series on Moonshiners  
in the early 2010s and sometime around 2013, bought a still—for  
experimentation purposes only. My early brews and distillations  
resulted in bad moonshine. While attending brew school in Asheville,  
I fully and better understood the distilling process and with that same 
still was able to make some very tasty bourbon, scotch and brandy.  
At the time, I had no aspirations of brewing or distilling professionally,  
I just wanted to be a better home brewer and distiller.  

 
Shipmate: Why did you choose Asheville, NC, as Rye Knot’s home?   
 
CDR Byron: I grew up in Asheville and this is my home. In 2018, a  
lifelong friend with 30-plus years in the restaurant business, asked if  
I would be interested in partnering with him in a new restaurant  
venture in Asheville and would I brew beer and make spirits. I jumped  
at the opportunity.  

Little did I know this partnership would not survive and that this  
entire project would quickly be mine one month into construction. So, it 
was full speed ahead for my partner and wife, Joann, and I had to make 
it happen and bring Rye Knot to life.  

Having lived and visited incredible places all over the United States 
and throughout the world, Asheville was where my heart and soul  
always was, and where I wanted to live. As it turned out, we opened  
this business just a couple of miles from my childhood home.  

 
Shipmate: Why was it important for you to have a full restaurant to serve 
Rye Knot’s brews and spirits?  
 

CDR Byron: Asheville is Beer City. 
Asheville has the highest number 
of breweries per capita in the 
United States. Asheville is also  
a foodie town. Thus, opening a 
restaurant that makes its own 
beer was not unique. Opening a 
restaurant that makes its own 
beer and spirits is new.  

Rye Knot is the first restaurant 
in North Carolina that brews their 
own beer and distills their own 
spirits. I am passionate about  
distilling—whiskeys, especially.  
I am also passionate about  
cooking and serving top-shelf 
food. We were truly fortunate to 
hire a chef that executes with a similar passion for food, its presentation 
and its variety. We also hired a brew school classmate who is killing it  
delivering first-rate craft beers and spirits.  

The backbone of Rye Knot is our menu and food sales. The backbone 
of our business is our repeat customers. Over the first two years, in the 
height of a pandemic, we supplied top-quality meals, excellent craft beers 
and high-quality spirits. Our customers enjoy dining and hanging out at 
Rye Knot because it has a cool vibe and delivers an excellent experience.  

Customers return because they know they will get a first-class meal 
and have a safe and comfortable joint where they want to hang out.  
The combination of our kitchen, brewery and distillery provides a unique 
experience for our customers. We have quickly become a gathering place 
and neighborhood joint.  

As a “Yoda” told me early in this process, it is all about the experience. I 
am super proud of our team for their superb execution and ability to provide 
our customers with a satisfying experience they want to enjoy repeatedly.  

 
Shipmate: What lessons learned at the Academy have guided you 
through your post-commissioning journey?  
 
CDR Byron: I am extremely proud to have attended Navy and the  
life-long brother and sisterhood of classmates and other graduates.  
The Naval Academy brought out the best in me. It helped nurture  
and develop my leadership skills and instilled a desire to improve my 
leadership throughout my careers.  

Although I was ill-prepared for the academic rigors of being a  
midshipman, Navy forced me to adjust and develop sensible and  
workable time-management skills to achieve the tasks at hand. These 
attributes assured my success in the surface Navy, the aerospace  
industry and now the food and beverage industry.  

It is my greatest honor to bleed Navy Blue and Gold. Beat Army! ®

 COMMANDER ROBERT M. BYRON ’85, USN (RET.)
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