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INTRODUCTION


Back in the 1980s and 1990s admit to liking a drop of cask beer and you would have been typecast as a tubby, Arran sweater-wearing, well-bearded chap with a fondness for hanging pewter tankards on your belt. Lager was the drink that the smart folk drank. The branding was hip and modern, and lager was seen as reassuringly expensive. Cask ale on the other hand was what your grandfather drank.


There was also the small matter of temperature and quality. After the initial success of cask ale, too many pubs thought it necessary to install banks of handpumps, sometimes offering up to a dozen ales. What many of them didn’t realise was that cask beer is a living product and needs to be drunk within three days (sometimes their cellar didn’t have the right temperature for ale either). The unwitting drinker, willing to give cask a chance, was often put off when served a pint of well-vinegared ale that had been sitting around for several days – and back to lager they went. In the mid-1990s, cask beer was also hammered by the emergence of nitro-keg beers such as Caffrey’s.


In the past decade, the situation has changed beyond all recognition. Cask beer, real ale, whatever you want to call it, is growing in popularity. No longer is it saddled with its old image; if anything it’s the premium lagers that look a little fuddy-duddy while ale (possibly helped by Madonna’s endorsement of Timothy Taylor’s Landlord on the Jonathan Ross Show in 2003) has a more go-ahead, aspirational image. The likes of Greene King, SA Brains and Fuller’s are involved in sponsoring major sporting events and teams, while the interest in local food, organic produce and free-range lifestyles has also painted cask beer in a positive light.


The need to present the beer in the very best quality and at the right temperature was boosted by the success of Cask Marque, an organisation that helps pubs serve their beers in the optimum state. The number of breweries has grown over the past few years and in 2010 stands at over 700. Some are small one-man operations, while others are more ambitious and see their beers travel all over the UK. And let us not forget the family regional breweries who have redoubled their efforts to sell beer and also innovate — the usual bitter and golden ale are joined in many instances by an IPA, a mild, porter and beers made with honey or flavoured with various fruits.


Even though up to 40 pubs are said to be closing weekly, those that major in cask beer tend to be thriving and successful as people seek them out, compare notes on the beers they stock and badger the landlord for information on future brews. CAMRA’s regular beer festivals also spread the word. And here is where this book becomes an essential bit of travel kit. Here you will find nearly 200 beers from breweries up and down the country, beers demonstrating that cask ale has a multitude of flavours and aromas, styles and moods. If you want a chocolate stout then look no further, while those with a penchant for a highly hopped IPA will find the very same within. There are also recommended pubs, information on how to taste beer and a reading list. Beer is our national drink and this book will help you celebrate it. Cheers!




THE WORLD OF BEER STYLES


BITTER


Beer was described as ‘bitter’ in the mid-nineteenth century, but this was probably just a reference to the effect produced by a high hopping rate rather than the identification of a new style. It wasn’t until the end of the Victorian age that bitter emerged in its own right, mainly as a result of the big family brewers producing beers that didn’t need to mature for as long as porter or IPA; these ‘running beers’ could then be sold through their pubs. The best English bitters strike a balance between crisp, biscuity maltiness and a citrus and fruity hop character, with the bite of bitterness in the mix. They can be any colour from pale straw to deep russet. In strength they are usually around 3.5–3.8% for an ordinary bitter and 4–4.5% for a best bitter, whilst special or premium is stronger still. Golden ales are not bitters in the old sense of the word but often fall into the same style camp.


INDIA PALE ALE


A nineteenth-century beer sent out to India and enjoyed back in the UK. They were highly hopped and strong in alcohol. In the twentieth century IPA rather lost its way, but the last 20 years has seen it revived, helped in part by American craft brewers’ variation on the style.


PORTER


Strong and dark ale of the eighteenth century, though it declined in the nineteenth century as the fashion for golden IPAs took hold and the emerging middle classes wanted to distance themselves from a drink mainly imbibed by the workers. Brewing porter also became uneconomic as it was stored for months in big vats, while lighter, weaker beers could be sent out to pubs and drunk within a matter of weeks. Porter had virtually vanished by the 1980s until British and American microbrewers started making it again.


STOUT


Strong porters were called ‘stout’ porters (porter and stout are the same many would argue) while Guinness produced the distinctive Irish Dry Stout with its roast bite. English stouts have a less assertive roastiness and a mite more fruitiness (plums, currants). Imperial Russian stouts and porters, milk stout, oatmeal stout and sweet stout are variations on a dark theme.


MILD


Originally received its name became it was young and fresh, compared to vatted porters. Wrongly thought to mean a beer low in hops, even though that is the case now. Most milds are low in alcohol and dark, though there are also light milds and strong ones.


SPECIALITY BEERS


Brewers add all sorts of things to their beer, from fruit and veg to spices, chocolate, coffee beans and vanilla pods. Beers are also aged in wooden barrels, some from the whisky trade, others from rum and even wine. Some brewers are trying their hand at lagered beers, a source of contention. Some would say a cask-conditioned lager is an oxymoron (though some would point to kellerbier or even Zoigl), while others would say as long as it tastes good who cares?


CASK CONDITIONED


Prior to the onset of kegged beers in the years following the end of the Second World War, the majority of beers served by handpump in the pub would have been cask conditioned. In the 1970s the term ‘real ale’ was coined for these beers by the Campaign For Real Ale and its members took up arms against what they saw as a tide of dead and fizzy beers supplanting their traditional heroes (Watney’s Red Barrel was a particular target for their ire).


For a beer to be ‘real’, it needs to undergo a secondary fermentation in the cask as it sits in the pub cellar, thanks to the presence of yeast working away, maturing the beer and producing a fuller flavour as well as natural carbonation. Once the cask is broached the beer within needs to be drunk as quickly as possibly, usually within three days, otherwise it is spoilt – taste a beer when it has just been tapped and try the same cask three days later and there will be a definite difference in the mouthfeel and flavour.


Before beer can be served, casks are tapped and vented, a process of drawing off some of the carbon dioxide that has been produced by the secondary fermentation. Temperature is also important at this stage. Pub cellars should be kept at about 11˚C (52˚F), though some brewers serve their beers slightly cooler, especially in pubs where there is a young clientele used to the mouth-numbingly cold temperatures of some lagers. Beer from which yeast has been filtered is called brewery conditioned – it will not improve or mature.




HOW TO TASTE BEER


[image: image] Look at it. It should be clear (unless it’s a wheat beer).


[image: image] Check its condition. A well-conditioned beer should dance, not flop, on the tongue.


[image: image] Swirl the beer in the glass to release its aromas.


[image: image] Note the beer’s colour.


[image: image] One of the great joys of a beer is its aroma. Amongst other things, malty aromas can suggest dried fruit, coffee beans, biscuit, smoke, malt, Ovaltine, plain chocolate, toffee, butterscotch and caramel. Hoppy aromas can be either fruity, resiny, aromatic, citrusy, peppery, herbal, spicy, lemony or floral. It’s possible to pick out Seville orange marmalade (sometimes even lime), tropical fruits such as lychees and passion fruit, resin (think varnish), blackcurrants and even fruit-flavoured candy. With some of the stronger beers the yeast esters add their own complexities such as tropical fruit, banana, apricot skin and a spritzy feel.


[image: image] Tasting the beer. Some beers come bearing plenty of fruity flavours, while others boast rich, malty savours. What is the essence of the beer in your mouth? Is it smooth, tingling, grainy, thin, acidic or chewy? Some beers are robust on the palate while others slip down like honey.


[image: image] Do swallow. Unlike wine-tasting, part of beer-tasting involves letting the beer work its effect on your throat. In classic English bitters you will feel the dryness and bitterness.


[image: image] Consider the beer’s finish. Is it bitter? Is it dry? Does it last? Does a hint of malt return? Does it make you want another? It should.




SOUTH-EAST ENGLAND


Even though the Cockney hop-pickers are long gone and many oast-houses are now bijou dwellings, the hop fields of Kent still exert an influence on the region as the hoppy beers of Shepherd Neame demonstrate. Next door in Sussex, Harvey’s flies the flag for distinctive beers. Their masterful Sussex Best Bitter positively jumps out of the glass with its muscular hop nose; try their bottle-conditioned Imperial Russian Stout, one of the world’s greatest beers. London’s role as a brewing centre has long been lost, with Fuller’s the only surviving traditional family brewery. However, the makers of London Pride continue to excel with a wonderful variety of beers and the capital is also home to Meantime, whose brewmaster Alastair Hook trained in Bavaria. Elsewhere in the region, the beer scene thrives: Brakspear Bitter remains a classic pint and Hook Norton pump out a goodly selection of ales, as do the likes of Loddon, Ascot and Vale.
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