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            BEER NO. 1:

            Mud-Coloured IPA

         

         
            RECIPE


            6 kg Maris Otter malt

            500 g German pilsner malt

            40 g Nugget hops at start of boil

            20 g Citra hops after 75 minutes

            20 g Citra hops after 85 minutes

            20 g Citra hops post-boil for 10 minutes

            MISTAKES


            Lack of clearing agent (Irish moss)

            Failure to take a gravity reading post-boil

            Fermentation at wrong temperature for the yeast

            Failure to rack beer before bottling

            Getting distracted by dogs eating each other’s vomit

            Brewing in nothing but Y-fronts

         

         Burt leered at me – squat, beer-bellied, surly, defiant, a cigar butt protruding from the corner of his chubby, English-hating face. He had stolen my wallet, but I had cut him off in the front garden before he could escape and I was currently working out how hard I should hit him with a spade. There’ll be apologists out there saying ‘Violence doesn’t solve anything’ and ‘You shouldn’t take the law into your own hands’ and ‘He’s only a nine-week-old puppy – don’t hit him with a spade,’ but you weren’t there, guys. You were not there. This was the culmination of a week of psychological warfare and, up until now, Burt had been winning comfortably, thanks to a couple of sensational coups: two days before, he had chewed open my cigar box and hidden the cigars around the garden and today he’d stolen my wallet from my back pocket while I was bending over to get him some food. He was a raving sociopath.

         Rose, my girlfriend, called me from the upstairs landing. ‘Tommy, I think you should come and see this.’

         ‘Hold on, I’m going to hit Burt with a spade,’ I said.

         ‘He’s a nine-week-old puppy.’

         ‘People said that about Hitler.’

         ‘Nobody said that about Hitler. Leave him alone and come and see this.’

         ‘OK. Fine. I’m going to throw him as high as I can into a tree.’

         ‘Don’t throw him into a tree. Come and see this.’

         I hissed at Burt, who eyeballed me with contempt and continued chewing his cigar butt. I could still feel his eyes on the back of my head as I walked through the front door to see Damien, our French neighbour, prowling the walls of the living room with a spectacular electric drill in his hands. Before I could question him, Rose called again from upstairs: ‘Hurry up and look at this.’

         It’s probably a land prawn, I thought. That’s what Rose called the large, crustacean-like centipedes that turned up on the walls every now and then. She hadn’t quite come to terms with French countryside insects yet, but when I arrived on the landing there was no land prawn. Instead, she was standing by the window looking into the Richelieu Forest opposite our house.

         ‘I tell you what, Rose, I’m going to have that little shit deported.’

         ‘You can’t deport Burt. He’s actually French, unlike you.’

         ‘Wrong. He’s half Australian sheepdog. I’m going to get him sent back to the colonies. He’s driving me mad. Shit. I think I’m having a breakdown. The walls feel like they are shaking. Oh no, Rose. I can hear a buzzing. I’m having a stroke. This is Burt’s fault.’

         ‘You’re not having a stroke. The walls are shaking because Damien’s drilling a hole in our wall.’

         ‘He’s doing what?’

         ‘He said you’d agreed to it last night when they came round for dinner.’

         I thought back to the previous night, sitting by the fire, drinking a bottle of Cognac with Damien and Celia, our French neighbours. It was the first time we’d met them, having only bought our new house a couple of weeks previously. Damien, mid-twenties, tall and thin, a hand-rolled cigarette hanging out of his mouth and tightly curled black hair sprouting haphazardly from his head, was staring at the fireplace while I poured him another half a pint of Cognac.

         ‘You see, the problem is your fire doesn’t get enough oxygen,’ he said. Damien spoke French slowly and deliberately for our benefit. ‘If I drill a hole here, then your fire would work better.’ His finger circled clumsily before he saw through his double vision and settled on a spot on the wall next to the fireplace. I agreed instantly.

         ‘One must teach the walls who’s boss.’ I nodded to myself sagely as I guzzled my fifth brandy and dropped in and out of consciousness.

         ‘D’accord, Tommy. I will come round on Monday and drill it,’ said Damien.

         ‘Brilliant! Drilling holes. That’s living.’

         And that’s how we left it. I didn’t actually think he would do it. I always promise to do things when I am drunk but I don’t actually do them. It must be a French thing.

         ‘Hold on, Rose. But if Damien is down there drilling a giant hole in the living-room wall, then … then aren’t we going to have a giant hole in the living-room wall?’

         Before she could answer, I charged back downstairs. Damien was packing his drill back into the case. There was a hole fifteen centimetres in diameter in the wall next to our fireplace. I sat down. From the sofa I could now see our garden. Burt ran past the hole chewing my bank card.

         ‘It’s OK, I did it for free because we are neighbours,’ Damien said as he strolled out of the front door, adding, ‘maybe get a grille to stop the mice.’

         ‘Right. Good idea. Thanks, Damien,’ I said.

         Rose sat down beside me. Together we stared into the hole.

         ‘That’s just what we need. It’s winter, we can’t afford to heat the house and now we have a giant hole in the wall. Why did you call me, anyway?’ I said.

         Rose handed me a pregnancy test. I was puzzled for a moment until I zeroed in on a distinct blue line two thirds of the way up.

         ‘Oh God, no. Oh no. A baby? But we can’t afford a baby. Send it back!’ I said.

         ‘Aren’t you happy?’

         I was happy, of course I was happy, but we’d only been trying for a few weeks. I’d expected, perfectly reasonably, that if my sperm were as laissez-faire as the rest of me, it would take at least a year before they ran out of excuses for doing any work and got round to making babies, and by then we would have figured out how to make a living, and by then perhaps we’d have lost Burt to a tragic steamrolling accident.

         I shut my eyes and inhaled slowly, trying to stay calm. Instead, the image of a wood-panelled digital alarm clock appeared on the back of my eyelids. It was the old 1980s alarm clock from my nan’s flat in Bethnal Green. However, it wasn’t telling the time any more. It was counting down. The numbers were counting down so fast that they were a blur. I used to love that alarm clock as a child. Now it had become a harbinger of some terrifying unknown.

         ‘Yes, no, I am really happy. We’re going to have a baby! Oh, dear God. But we haven’t got any money, Rose. We bought a house that was twice our budget, I still can’t find anyone to publish my novel and our redundancy money has all but run out.’

         ‘Don’t worry, Tommy. You’ll get a publisher one day. And anyway, once you get your brewery off the ground we’ll be all right.’

         ‘The brewery? Oh yes, the brewery. No, you’re quite right. Just got to get that off the ground and we’ll be OK. We’re having a baby!’ we held each other for a few moments. I shut my eyes and the wood-panelled clock sprung up again. ‘Right. I suppose I’d better pop out and brew some beer.’

         My plan to make a new life in France was multifaceted, you see. Only a fool would leave a perfectly good office job in London and move to rural France, basing their entire financial future on writing a bestselling debut comedy/crime novel. No, I had a second prong to my idiot fork. I would also start a brewery. In one of the finest wine-producing areas in France. Indeed, in an area in which, as far as I could see, the locals had absolutely no particular interest in drinking beer. Not only this, but somewhere in my meticulous planning I had overlooked the tiny detail that in order to make beer you actually needed to know how to brew beer.

         Leaving Rose bemused in the living room, a determined wind blowing through the hole in the wall, I walked into the front garden and stared accusingly at the house, cursing my surprisingly effective testicles. Then I went round to the back barn, hauled open the giant old wooden doors and circled my beer-brewing machine. I hadn’t told Rose I didn’t know how to brew beer. As far as she knew, I’d been in the barn these past few days conducting research and testing, not slumped next to a large metal cylinder with my head in my hands.

         The cylinder was called the GrainFather. I had bought it from the internet on the advice of my friend Chris, who knows about making beer. He told me to buy it because, having come to know me over a number of years, he was fully aware that I was a moron in a variety of different and ever more surprising ways, and therefore I would only be able to operate the most user-friendly equipment possible.

         ‘The GrainFather,’ he said in his email, ‘is an all-in-one beer-making machine – a revolution in home brewing that vastly simplifies the beer-making process by allowing you to mash, boil and sparge in one container.’ No, me neither.

         I read the operating instructions for the sixteenth time. Then I sat down and put my head in my hands.

         Three months passed.

         
            *

         

         Great mists engulfed the Richelieu Forest across the road from our bedroom window. Everywhere wood smoke poured from chimneys. Mice came into the house to escape both the cold and the owls that patrolled the vast, clear night skies with electric shrieks. Burt ate the mice. He was a destroyer of all things.

         The silence over the countryside was punctuated by occasional shotgun blasts as the locals went out hunting and drinking in the fog (what could possibly go wrong?). They love to hunt here. It’s not a pursuit for posh dicks as it is in England. Here, it’s a right of the ordinary people, a legacy of the revolution. They hunt to eat. I believe this is at least partly because it takes so long to master the absurdly complicated opening hours of French shops that it’s quicker just to get drunk and shoot your future dinner.

         Long nights got even longer. The village of Braslou was deserted. The town of Richelieu was deserted. People hibernate during winter over here. David, husband of Mishi, who we bought the house from, an ex-army officer and deep-sea diver, an action man carved out of flint, described the winters to us as ‘desperate’. Without entirely agreeing with him, I liked that description. ‘Desperate,’ I would repeat it to people whenever I got the chance.

         We did nothing all winter but chop wood and burn wood. The house was cold. There was no central heating, only the two fires and some weak electric heaters in the bedrooms. By day we huddled around the fires drinking coffee. At night we went to bed in as many pairs of pyjamas as we could fit. It was quite fun at the time, but already I could feel the responsibility of being a father. There was no way we could keep a baby here in these conditions. We’d have to get something done about it before next winter. 

         In January, we decided we needed to find some signs of humanity and so we piled into the 1999 Renault Mégane and went to the nearby town of Chinon for the day. There was something going on in the town hall, so we thought we’d check it out. If you haven’t been to Chinon you’re a fool. It’s a marvellous place. An enormous fort stretches along a ridge above the town, which tumbles down the hill onto the banks of the Vienne. King John of Robin Hood infamy lived there till he ballsed everything up and had to make a retreat back to England. I had a lot of sympathy for him. Outside the town hall a group of people had gathered. We approached to find they were watching a man leading a pig around with a bit of string. As entertainment goes it was still better than French television.

         Inside the town hall it was going crazy. Pumped-up, rich, hostile French people charged from stall to stall staring at what appeared to be rabbit droppings. We’d been in France long enough now not to be surprised at anything. We thought we’d better join in.

         ‘You have to sniff them. I’ve seen people sniff them,’ said Rose.

         I picked up a rabbit dropping and sniffed it. It was unbearable. ‘I’ll take it!’ I announced commandingly.

         ‘That will be eighty-seven euros,’ said the woman behind the table.

         ‘I won’t take it. I refuse to pay more than fifty euros for a rabbit dropping.’

         ‘It’s a truffle,’ said the woman behind the table.

         ‘No. You’re a truffle,’ I responded, brilliantly.

         A bell rang to signify there was only ten minutes left of the truffle sale. The place went insane. It was Truffle Fever. I may one day make a novelty ’70s funk album called Truffle Fever. Caught in the moment, we identified the smallest truffle we could find and purchased it for €30 after ensuring it wasn’t a rabbit dropping.

         We kept the truffle for a month. It sat glowering at me when I opened the fridge – a constant reminder of the day I saw a pig on a string.

         
             

         

         As February arrived the mists cleared, exposing skeletal trees. Fields were frostbitten and barren. Log piles dwindled.

         I’d been staring at the GrainFather all winter, hoping that beer would suddenly and miraculously come pouring out, but it had produced nothing. Perhaps it’s the wrong season, I thought. Maybe it needs pollination from the bees, I thought. A couple of phone calls to Chris dispelled these theories. On his recommendation I began reading a book called How to Brew by Jon Palmer, which covered absolutely every aspect of brewing, but the more I read, the more complicated the whole thing seemed. There was science involved. Enzymes, for God’s sake. Chris had not mentioned this to me. Nothing puts one off doing things more than the involvement of enzymes. Also, it turned out there was much more equipment needed than just the GrainFather: malt, hops, yeast, fermenters, siphons, plastic tubs, metal pots, hoses, bottle fillers, bottle caps, refractometers and a bottle-capping machine, just for starters. Over the winter the only home-brewing area where I had achieved any success was in collecting empty bottles. They weren’t empty when I bought them of course – they were full of beer. I had spent three months merrily drinking beer after beer from bottles of all shapes and sizes in the name of building up stocks. I’d drunk everything France had to offer. I’d drunk so much beer I’m fairly certain I’d unsettled various international stock exchanges. By February, you couldn’t move for empty beer bottles. The place looked like it had been invaded by a rampant glass fungus.

         It was 11 February. A depression hung over the house. Burt had chewed through the wire of the electric radiator in the kitchen, making it uninhabitable for large parts of the day. I knew what he was doing. He was trying to shut the house down room by room. I was being haunted by my nan’s alarm clock and no brewing had been achieved. Rose had lost all faith in me. She was four months pregnant. That morning I was sitting morosely in front of the fire drinking my third cappuccino. Damien was right about the fire, by the way. It turns out that having a massive hole in the wall makes it burn much better. It’s to do with oxygen. It’s funny – living in big cities erodes your trust in people. For the first few days after Damien drilled the hole in the wall I was convinced he’d done it as part of a village-wide plan to make our lives so cold and awful that we’d move back to England. Maybe they didn’t want the boorish English moving in and ruining their perfect lifestyle with fish-and-chip shops and bottomless cynicism? I was wrong, and with the warmth the fire brought I felt shame that I hadn’t trusted Damien. I texted him a few days after he drilled the hole to say thank you. He replied: ‘No problem, Tommy. I don’t bite.’

         Rose came into the kitchen. Her gentle, round pregnancy bump was growing day on day. I rested my coffee on my gentle, round beer bump, which was growing day on day.

         ‘I’ve been offered an interview for some social-media marketing work,’ she announced. ‘If I get it I can do it remotely from here. I have to go to London this weekend for an interview.’ 

         ‘What? Don’t get a job. We moved here to avoid jobs. You hate that social-media rubbish. Why don’t you just concentrate on your ceramics?’

         ‘Tommy, I’m four months pregnant. We need some money. Face facts. The only money we’ve made is from me selling a few sculptures and it’s not nearly enough for us to live on, let alone bring up a baby with. You still haven’t found a publisher and you’re never going to brew anything, let alone sell anything. The money has almost run out. We need the income.’ She paused. ‘All you do is drink beer all day.’

         ‘Hey, don’t bring my drinking into it. I’m having to drink double the amount of beer to build up our bottle stocks because you aren’t contributing. If anyone isn’t pulling their weight, it’s you.’

         ‘Of course I’m not contributing – I’m pregnant, you idiot. And what’s the point of having all these empty bottles if you don’t have anything to put in them? Whenever a door slams it sounds like we’re living in a giant glass wind chime. Look, maybe you should get a normal job too?’

         ‘I’m not going back to an office, Rose. No way.’

         ‘Oh, for God’s sake. OK, perhaps you could become a freelance graphic designer and work from home?’

         I snorted with contempt. ‘Have you any idea what a bunch of bell-ends freelance graphic designers are? The cost of hair gel alone would be insurmountable.’

         ‘At least think about it.’

         We spent the next couple of days not speaking to each other. There was no way I was going back to what I had been doing before. I had escaped all that. That was the whole point.

         I dropped Rose off at Tours airport on the Friday evening and went back to bed for the weekend. Partly because I had the sort of hangover that only three months of solid drinking can provide and partly because I felt really, really disappointed. I thought I was disappointed with Rose because she hadn’t stuck with my plan for us to be artists and brewers and swan around in the sun, eating French cheese and never again having to deal with all the tedious shit that comes with an office job, but I gradually realised that I wasn’t disappointed with her. I was disappointed because she was right and I was wrong. I was disappointed because for the first time I was starting to realise what a stupid idea moving to France was. I was about to start a family and I was still arsing about like a teenager. What am I doing messing around at my age? I should try and get a proper job. There must be businesses round here that need an incompetent graphic designer. I need to be an adult. I need to provide for Rose. I need to provide for our baby …

         A fear of risk, responsibility, and a future that was careering out of control overwhelmed me. Rose was right. I needed to get a job. I opened my laptop with the intention of finding the steadiest office job possible when suddenly that feeling of fear triggered a memory. It reminded me of the last time I felt like that, almost exactly a year before. The day I found out I was being made redundant.

         I had been fantasising about being made redundant from my job in a corporate London office for quite some time, but when it actually happened, all of a sudden I felt like I was in a dinghy without oars that had been cut loose from the shore and was floating past a sign saying ‘Niagara Falls – Now With Added Crocodiles and U-boats’. I’d spent my last fifteen years going to an office, arsing around for the day before heading home, and in exchange a faceless organisation paid a lump sum into my bank account at the end of the month. That was how life worked. As I sat there at my desk with the letter of redundancy in my hand, it didn’t feel like such a bad system. Indeed, why would anyone want to give it up? It occurred to me that I had no idea how life worked without a giant faceless organisation keeping me alive.

         That was the last time I had experienced a fear of the future, of having to take direct responsibility for my life – and I remember sitting at my desk feeling terrified. But then I looked around at the alternative. I looked around the office at people sitting in meeting rooms pinching their legs to stay awake, and people making small talk through the fug of microwaved M&S soup in the office kitchen, and the sound of their fake laughter, disguised yawns and stories of tragic work nights out made me want to lie on the floor and weep; I looked at the brown, Brillo-pad-textured carpet tiles and the strip lighting and notices telling us to make sure we’d cleaned our plates before putting them in the dishwasher and trite company slogans peeling off the walls, at the sachets of instant coffee and flip charts torn and defaced with meaningless Venn diagrams badly drawn in green marker pen, and hole punches and staple removers and people I really couldn’t stand but had to be nice to, and I thought about the same conversations I’d had every day for fifteen years – and I looked back at my redundancy letter and the fear dissipated.

         I knew then that getting out of the office was the only way for me to survive. And now, one year later, I knew that going back to an office wasn’t an option. I shut my laptop. If I couldn’t go back to an office and no one would publish my novel I only had one alternative: to brew. To feed my family I would brew. Beer would save me. Of course it would! It always had!

         I strode into the barn with a new sense of determination and, for the first time in my life, I felt like a glorious, hairy, hunter-gathering, body-odoured, fart-noise-appreciating, bison-wrestling, emotion-hating man.

         There’s something primal about wearing Y-fronts. Something Neanderthal. They provide an intense connection with nature. Historians to this day argue over whether man preceded the Y-front or vice versa. It seemed natural then, in this fervour of testosterone, to strip down to my Y-fronts. I instantly regretted it. It was February after all and I was in our freezing cold barn. I could feel an Arctic wind blowing through the front flap, and my balls shot up so quickly they bounced off my lungs, but at that crucial moment I knew any sort of backward step could be terminal, so I resolved to continue and make my first brew in nothing but my Y-fronts. I reread the GrainFather instructions, put my head in my hands, took my head out of my hands, read the most basic parts from Jon Palmer’s book How to Brew and I began to plan my brew. As I did so, I realised that if I ignored all the complicated bits about enzymes, the basic procedure for brewing beer was actually fairly straightforward: turn starch from malt into sugar + add hops + ferment sugar with yeast = beer. Granted, if you actually want to make good beer there are an infinite number of variables you have to take into account, from different techniques to ingredients, to timings to equipment to temperatures, but simply making an alcoholic, mud-coloured liquid was, I realised, just about within the outer ranges of my intellectual capabilities, and an alcoholic, mud-coloured liquid sounded absolutely delicious to me. 

         I had a rough idea of the sort of beer I wanted to make. Something close to my favourite beer, Big Job IPA, made by St Austell Brewery in Cornwall. It was 7.4 per cent proof, an American-style IPA made with American hops, which gave the most unusual, exotic flavours.

         In the previous few years, the craft brewery phenomenon had erupted. The craft beer movement, if you’re not familiar with it, started in the USA in the late 1980s. Previously, the USA had been famous for mass-producing the most appalling, flavourless beer. Their philosophy was the less it tasted of anything, the broader the appeal. Think of mass-produced US beer as the Simply Red of the booze world. A few intrepid Americans led a rebellion against this, setting up small breweries and using hops grown and developed in North America (hops are the ingredients that impart the bitter taste to beer, among other things), hops that hadn’t been used to make beer before. I’d say they were the punk rockers of the beer world, except punk music was dire, whereas the beer they were making was spectacular. Perhaps they were the 1980s hair-metal bands of the beer world. This analogy isn’t working. The hops that they used proved to be much more powerful than the traditional European hops and the beer they produced was like nothing else. It was the absolute antithesis of the old mass-produced stuff, strong both in alcoholic content and flavour. A revolution was born and swept across the Western world. As momentum gathered, thousands upon thousands of microbreweries sprang up all across North America and Europe. As far as I could tell, the revolution hadn’t reached rural France yet.

         St Austell Brewery had a list of ingredients for Big Job IPA on their website, so I copied what they had used. They didn’t mention quantities, so that was largely guesswork. I began to grind my malted barley. (Note: if you have that sort of mind, there will be a lot of potential for double entendres in brewing terminology – I won’t make those jokes because they are beneath me, but if you feel that terms like ‘sparging my grain’ are funny, then there’s nothing I can do about that. Actually, ‘sparging my grain’ is definitely funny.) The smell of toasted caramel filled the barn, holding the malted grains in my hand felt wholesome (Aha, I thought, so this is what it feels like to be a Quaker) and I had the feeling that I was initiating an ancient, magical process. A form of alchemy. When I had ground 6.5 kg of malt, I added it to the heated water in the GrainFather.

         This is called the mashing stage – the intention is to release the starches from the malt and turn them to sugar. Then I boiled the wort, which is the sugar-rich liquid you are left with once you take away the malt, and added hops, which look and smell suspiciously like skunk weed, to give the beer its bitter flavour. So far everything was going well. There is a crucial point in the boiling process called the hot break. This is where, as the wort reaches boiling point, a foam made of various proteins in the wort suddenly rises up and if you don’t do something about it, by patting it down with a paddle or spraying it with water, it will boil over and the floor, the walls and your naked, Y-front-topped legs will be awash with burning, sticky sugar water. Basically napalm. Jon Palmer warns about this extensively in his book. I was prepared for this. I was on my guard for the hot break. What I was not prepared for was a noise like a punctured bagpipe that came from the garden just as the wort was coming to the boil. I opened the barn doors to see Louis, our other puppy and brother of Burt, vomiting mounds of malt across the lawn with the speed of a Gatling gun, which he was then merrily re-eating, thus continuing his cycle of vomiting. He’d found the pile of hot, wet malt that I’d discarded on the compost heap and promptly eaten his own body weight in it. Without a thought for my own safety, I charged into the garden in my underpants. It was wet and muddy and I slipped into a sort of sliding tackle position, straight through his most recent pile of malt vomit. He ran to a few feet away and once again began his process of vomiting and reconsuming. I got up and charged after him again. Burt, who had been lurking nefariously behind a dustbin, spotted his opportunity, circled round behind me and started eating Louis’ previous vomit. I picked Louis up and held his head over the side of my arms as he threw up another powerful jet of grain. I wheeled round on Burt.

         ‘BURT! DESIST!’ I screamed, charging at him with Louis under my arm and slipping again, releasing a vomiting puppy into the air. Burt avoided my slide and, delighted, ran off to eat more of Louis’ vomit. I ran after him. Louis landed on his back, vomited and promptly ate it. Burt ran behind a tree. Damien strolled past the front gate.

         ‘Salut, Tommy!’

         ‘Salut, Damien!’

         I managed to collar Louis once more and threw him over the gate into the locked front garden before he could eat any more of his own sick. Then I chased Burt round the tree until the fat little bugger ran out of puff and I could carry him into the front garden as well. Finally, with both of them safely locked up, I returned to the barn in my underpants, caked in mud and grain that had been through several digestive cycles to see the last of the foam from the hot break pouring down the side of the GrainFather. My feet stuck to the floor. Everything was covered in a yellow, sticky goo. For a second I thought about giving up on brewing beer and instead earning a living by travelling the local villages and putting on displays where I fired my dogs out of a cannon into a molten volcano, but, using all my willpower, I refocused and by the evening I had cooled what was left of the wort and transferred it to a plastic fermenting barrel. I pitched the yeast (in other words chucked the packet of dry yeast, which would turn the sugar to alcohol, on top of the wort in the fermenter) and as Rose walked through the door I stood proudly in the living room in nothing but my underpants, covered in dried mud and malted vomit grain.

         ‘What the hell happened to you?’ she said.

         Instinctively I put one foot on the fermenter full of wort as if I was Napoleon Bonaparte.

         ‘Oh, you know. I just brewed some beer. Don’t worry about it. How was England?’

      

   


   
      
         

            BEER NO. 2:

            Fat Boy IPA

         

         
            RECIPE


            6 kg Maris Otter malt

            500 g German pale malt

            30 g Nugget hops at start of boil

            20 g Citra hops after 75 minutes

            20 g Citra hops after 85 minutes

            20 g Citra hops post-boil for 10 minutes

            15 g American West Coast Ale yeast

            MISTAKES


            Failure to take a gravity reading post-boil (again)

            Fermentation at wrong temperature for the yeast (again)

            Too many bittering hops

            Eating so much cheese that I turned into cheese

            Not putting Burt in a box and posting him to Bangkok

         

         Our house is called La Ruche – the Beehive. It’s in the Indre-et-Loire, a region on the south side of the Loire Valley in the centre of France – a countryside of gentle hills quilted in forests and striped with vineyards. Wide, shallow rivers flit between medieval towns while glorious châteaux sit so comfortably on the riverbanks that they look like the scenery has been built around them. I had never heard of the area until we arrived in March 2015 for a two-month stay in a house I had found on the internet. This house, La Ruche, as it turned out. We rented it solely because of the beauty of the decor. It had four-poster beds, an en suite bathroom and two vast fireplaces. Huge oil paintings hung from the walls, there were statues in the loos and a bewildering amount of old trinkets on the mantelpieces, shelves and the two metre by two metre oak coffee table in the living room. We could pretend we were millionaires for a little while. It was fantasy. We didn’t for a moment think we’d ever be able to buy it. We thought that even if the area turned out to be a let-down, living in a house like this would be fun. As it turned out, the area wasn’t a let-down either.

         La Ruche is situated between Richelieu – a walled, moated town built on a grid pattern around two great squares by Cardinal Richelieu in the 1630s – and Braslou, a little village famed for holding a yearly asparagus festival.

         It’s a Maison de Maître: a tall, symmetrical, dignified old house built with great rectangular blocks of white tuffeau sandstone. Three elegantly carved mansard windows are spaced equally across the black slate roof, with three windows across the first floor and two large windows either side of an imposing front door on the ground floor, flanked by great bushes of rosemary and mint. It has a large front garden separated from the road by an ancient, wisteria-covered, wrought-iron fence. Laurel bushes twenty feet high form an arch over the gate to the road. To the right is another garden – wilder, with a tall pine and some smaller bushes forming an intimate dell and in the corner a thickset, tuffeau-built barn. Another large barn with giant wooden doors is attached to the back of the house. It would have been built to shelter the master’s carriage. Behind the house is a drowsy-looking orchard of apple trees and wild cherry trees, some old grape vines running down the right-hand side, half overgrown with brambles, and another great pine in the far left corner. It is bordered on two sides by sunflower fields and at the back by a brambly copse. Over the road is Richelieu Forest, a huge forest full of oaks and pine trees with a sandy floor that runs all the way from the park in Richelieu out into the countryside.

         La Ruche sits at the bottom of a ridge that runs like a collar across the back of Richelieu along the road to Braslou. In all, there is nearly 3,500 square metres or just under an acre of land. Not particularly large for rural France, but coming from a one-bed flat in London with the total floor space of a Ford Mondeo, it now felt like we had the planet to ourselves.

         The kitchen is enormous – white-and-blue patterned tiling around the walls and even on the dining table. I’d never seen a tiled table before. What next – a wallpapered toilet bowl? A grand fireplace is installed in the left-hand wall, mirroring the fireplace in the living room. Two large dressers sit comfortably against the walls – one white and one sea green to match the rest of the cupboards. Copper pots hang from an iron circle a foot in diameter, which in turn hangs from the ceiling. It’s a high ceiling. All the ceilings are high. You could easily have fitted another floor into the house if there weren’t such high ceilings. But that is one of the things I love most about it. Despite its size, there are only three bedrooms and that includes the converted attic, but all the rooms are huge. There is space everywhere. When you walk into the house the space fills your lungs and you relax. If the architect who designed my old flat in London had got his hands on this house he would have partitioned it off, both horizontally and vertically, into studio flats so small that you could only open the oven door if any visitors stood in the garden.

         In late February, I went back to England for my brother’s fortieth birthday party. Rose stayed at home with the dogs. I hadn’t really noticed much difference between the two countries until I went to the toilet in an English service station and I saw an old friend. A friend I hadn’t seen in a place like this for a long time. A loo seat.

         Long-running feuds can be hard to understand. Families have been known to feud for generations over matters that to the outsider seem barely trivial. Sometimes there are feuds that have gone on for such long time that the participants no longer know why they are feuding and yet they continue, despite neither side benefiting from it. And so I wonder what trivial slight could have started the feud between the French and toilet seats. Bars, restaurants, public toilets, campsites, motorway service stations. You won’t find a single toilet seat in any of them and, like the bitterest feuds, it causes both sides to lose out and yet neither will relent.

         You’re going to reel out the old line about the French only having toilets that are a hole in the floor, but you’re wrong. Yes, the French have traditionally lagged behind the British in toilet technology – it was common even ten years ago to find a hole in the floor where the toilet should be, but here’s the bit I don’t understand: in recent years they’ve made such advances. They’ve really made the effort to catch up. Nowadays, almost everywhere you go the hole-in-the-floor toilets have been replaced by proper toilet bowls (consequently the French have noticeably thinner thighs). 

         Admittedly they still put urinals in the same places as the British would put public telephones. In two of my favourite restaurants in France it’s possible to wave to the people working behind the bar whilst taking a pee. Turns out they find that unsettling. Anyway, generally they’ve gone to the trouble of installing proper loos in cubicles with doors and locks. But this is the thing. They have gone to all the trouble of installing the loos and they have come so close to joining the rest of civilisation and then they haven’t bothered putting the loo seats on. There’s not a public loo seat in France.

         In many public toilets they’ve actually installed machines that dispense paper loo seats for you to rest on the rim and flush away afterwards. Just put a proper loo seat on it. Put a seat on it, for crying out loud. What has the loo seat done to be so roundly shunned by an entire nation? I must ask Damien.

         I spent a day or two in London enjoying loo seats. Travelling on the Underground seemed even more absurd than it did when I had lived there a year ago. It was like being canned with flannel-covered chicken legs in a brine of commuter sweat. It reminded me of the moment several years before when I first realised I had to leave London.

         It was a classic, grey-on-grey, British November day in 2012. The Tube was damp, cold and busy – people sneezed in each other’s hair. I had managed to get a seat for the first time all year after a passive-aggressive standoff with a man in a roll-neck jumper and breath steeped in six-day-old Nescafé. The train slithered and squealed into Oxford Circus station, which was lit by strip lighting so harsh it could peel paint. I watched as the commuters in my carriage who hadn’t been lucky enough to get a seat – pallid, exhausted, their faces squashed against the windows – eyed the sea of people awaiting us on the platform, who were coiled and ready to hurl themselves at the opening doors of a Tube train that was already packed so tightly that it was straining at the rivets.

         Most of the people waiting on the platform wouldn’t be able to get on. They knew that. And yet they knew they had to try. And so the doors slowly opened and it began: one commuter after another hurling themselves from the platform at the mass of bodies in the train like penguins firing themselves out of the water and onto an iceberg to escape a killer whale. Most simply bounced off and back onto the platform, but one or two managed to cling on – a middle-aged, sharp-spectacled, sharp-elbowed woman who was almost certainly a marketing executive and a lofty man in a pinstripe suit – forcing the weaker commuters out of the way, shoving, barking orders, finding space where there was no space, ignoring angry mutters and the odd retaliatory nudge. The doors closed. People shuffled their feet, adjusting to the ever-decreasing space. Annoyance dissipated and a grudging respect for those who had made it remained. There was no sympathy for those who were left behind. And off we trundled to the next station, where this primal battle for survival would be repeated – a battle that occurred every day at every central London Underground station between the hours of 8 and 10 a.m. and 5 and 7 p.m. A battle that I had participated in every weekday for fifteen years. But it wasn’t this scene that made me realise I had to leave. Not directly, anyway.

         If you get on a packed train in London and yet there is one person sitting down with the seats either side of them free, it is because the person sitting between the free seats is a lunatic. This is a certainty. This is one of the first things one learns when living in London. Indeed, one of the few joys of a London commute is when a situation like this arises and the whole carriage, bar one unsuspecting tourist, knows why there are two free seats available. Astounded by their luck, our tourist pushes past the commuters and sits down, only to find themselves, within seconds, forced to field questions from the person next to them about whether they should interpret the current formation of Jupiter’s moons as a sign that they should kill again. A momentary shaft of glee penetrates the carriage before the doors shut like great, squealing misery curtains and everyone returns to avoiding eye contact and grimacing.

         But this day in November 2012, something peculiar happened. Much to my surprise, I realised the empty seats were either side of me. I was suddenly aware that I had been narrating the scene I had witnessed on the platform at Oxford Circus in the style of David Attenborough. Out loud. I glanced around the train. A toddler stared at me with a look of pure wonder. Everyone else made an extra-special effort not to make eye contact. I caught my reflection in the window. My hair was still flattened on one side from my bed and projected out in disparate tufts on the other. For the last five years, while I still spent my days in the office, I’d spent my evenings performing stand-up comedy, at first three or four times a week in front of miniscule audiences of bemused hipsters and foreign-exchange students in London, before graduating to low-level gigs in the commuter villages and towns that encircled the capital, which normally meant getting home in the early hours of the morning and even then not being able to sleep because you were still buzzing from the unmatchable feeling of making a room full of people laugh at the stupid things you said or, conversely, you were torturing yourself by endlessly playing over in your head the fact you failed to think of a comeback at the excruciating gig where you were heckled off by a heroin addict in some run-down pub in Brighton. It meant I was getting at best three or four hours sleep a night and now it was taking its toll.

         I hadn’t bothered to shower. It wasn’t shower day. I couldn’t remember when ‘shower day’ had replaced showering every day, but it had. My eyes were dull. For the first time I noticed how sad I looked. It was the expression I had worn for several years, and for the first time I could see it was an expression of unhappiness. I realised that I hadn’t really thought about anything that morning until I saw myself in the window. I had got up, eaten breakfast, thrown on the same clothes I always threw on, caught the train – and I hadn’t engaged my brain once. And then I realised I hadn’t thought about anything the day before. I had gone to work, I had made the same gags that I made every day, I had looked at the internet, I had done some second-rate graphic design and I had come home, all the time without ever really thinking. And then I realised it was the same the day before that. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d really thought about anything. And I hadn’t really felt anything. I hadn’t felt anything for months. I was suddenly aware that at some point in the last few years I had stopped living. And then, for the first time in as long as I could remember, as people on the Tube edged away from me, I had an actual feeling. A feeling that starts deep in your gut and resonates right through your body. A feeling of urgency. A feeling that I had to escape before it was too late. It was an awakening. A last warning.

         Now, four years later, I looked with pity at the people on the train. I don’t know, perhaps it was just me who wasn’t happy living like that, but I was so pleased I didn’t have to any more, and I couldn’t wait to get back to France and see Rose. And I couldn’t wait to brew more beer.

         
             

         

         Burt dropped half a slipper at my feet, looked at me is if to say ‘You’re a prick’ and waddled off. It was the fourth pair of slippers he had eaten in two weeks. I had decided I would try to build bridges with him by training him to fetch my slippers in the morning. I thought it would bring us closer. I had a vision of us loafing in the study, me in a quilted smoking jacket, chuffing on a pipe and sipping brandy while reading about the East India Company in a giant broadsheet, and Burt, my faithful hound, trotting dutifully to my side, slippers delicately balanced in his jaws. So I started to train him by throwing my slippers and giving him a little treat when he brought them back. Burt realised very quickly that I needed my slippers more than he needed a little treat. He began blackmailing me into giving him more and more treats before he would bring the slippers back. Eventually, he decided that he didn’t need treats at all; the simple pleasure of whisking my slippers off into the garden in the cold, wet February mornings and chewing them to shreds while I chased after him through the mud in bare feet and pyjamas was by far the most pleasure he could extort. It was a welcome relief when March came and the temperature began to lift.

         By the time I had returned from London the cherry trees in the orchard were exploding into blossom. The grass verges on the road that dizzily winds up from Richelieu to Braslou had begun to sprout. Either side of the road the fields were dotted with old red and green tractors. Spring was coming. Farmers were in the fields planting asparagus. I was on the up.
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