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THAT QUESTION


APRIL 2015. LONDON. THE COCK TAVERN, HACKNEY. DRINKING A PINT OF CAMDEN TOWN BREWERY IHL.


Whether consciously or not, the last 10 years of drinking have been a never-ending search for the best beer I can find. When I had that first pint that made me realize that beer could be delicious—a pint of Old Growler at a beer festival in Chatham, Kent—I had no idea that my life would lead up to this point; I had no idea that as research for my third book about beer I’d end up traveling to five continents within two months, that within a year I’d drink in 20 countries, get on over 50 planes, visit more than 200 breweries, and drink in more bars than I can remember. And that’s on top of all the breweries and bars I’d visited in the five years before it. The whole thing seems completely ridiculous to me now that it’s all over and I’m sitting in my favorite local pub a few minutes from my house. In fact, it seems completely ridiculous to most people who know what I do. Which is why that question is something I’ve faced so often.


I could prepare all I wanted for the question but an answer never came out right. What answer did they want to hear? Did I say something that they’d never heard of and which meant nothing to them? Did I give them a flippant “this beer” or “my next beer” and sound like a dick (because I hate that as an answer)? Did I talk about a beer brewed by Belgian monks that’s really hard to find? Did I tell them about the amazing beers brewed in America or Italy or Australia? Did I argue that the American Budweiser could be the best because it has an amazing story and pioneering past? Is it a beer some bloke made in his garage? Is the best-selling beer the best tasting in the world? Is it a cold lager on a hot day somewhere exotic with someone special? Or did I just say the first beer that came to mind to give them an answer. Any answer?


The trouble was that I really didn’t know the answer to the question. And I really wanted to know the answer. It frustrated me that I’d been asked the same question hundreds of times and still didn’t have a response to it.
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Casks of beer waiting to be delivered.
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With such a respected, historic brewing tradition, could Belgium provide me with the answer to that question?


It annoyed me that all I could do was mumble and deflect the question in an awkward way (“Ah man, I don’t know, there are so many to choose from… Gosh… I had this great beer in Germany once… How about this weather? What a lovely day!).


So I went to find the answers. I traveled as far around the world as my wallet would allow, drinking all the beers I possibly could while searching for the most interesting beer stories: I lived as a monk, I spent days searching for the best-selling beer in the world, I was left speechless at the Budweiser brewery in St Louis, I sat on Vietnamese streets drinking the cheapest beer in the world, I tried to brew my own perfect beer, I went to Brazil to celebrate Oktoberfest, I chased IPAs around California, I looked at the fiercest local rivalry in the world of beer, I planned my own perfect beer day. And I did all of this so I could answer a few seemingly simple questions: What’s my favorite beer? What’s the best beer I’ve ever tasted? What’s the most important beer ever brewed? And what is The Best Beer in the World?


All I knew at the beginning of the search was that every beer was worthy of consideration and, in context, every beer had the potential to be the best. And that made this search exciting.


Now let me tell you about the best beer in the world.


I’d end up traveling to five continents within two months… within a year I’d drink in 20 countries, get on over 50 planes, visit more than 200 breweries…




DAD’S BEER: THE WORST & MOST IMPORTANT BEER IN THE WORLD


“Can I try some of your beer?” I ask, reaching a hand up toward my dad.


He passes me the stubby green bottle. I can barely fit my small hand around the wet glass. He is with my uncles and grandad. They all drink the same thing and I want to drink it, too. I might be seven years old but I want to be like the grown-ups.


I take a sip and I can still taste it now, somewhere in the farthest corner of my taste memory: icy cold, harshly fizzy, then a flavor I’ve never had before, like sucking a new penny, and then it hurts my mouth, as if it’s just been hit by a frozen metal rocket. “YUCK!” I give it back to dad and run off and play.


That’s the first beer I remember drinking.


If there was an award for worst beer in the world then it might go to “Dad’s Beer as Tasted by a Seven Year Old.” That beer is one of the most horrible-tasting things any child could ever have, worse than cough syrup, even worse than vegetables. But if there were a lifetime achievement award for the most important beer of all time then Dad’s Beer would take that prize.


Even as a little boy, seeing the adults standing around and drinking made me see some importance to the beers in their hands. I see the green bottle, something that I know is called beer, and it’s a symbol of grownupness that they all like drinking, so it must be good. So I keep asking for sips and keep giving it back with a scrunched up face saying “EURGH!”


“Why do you drink that?” I ask.


“One day you’ll like it, too,” says my dad.


He wasn’t wrong. And back then I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have foreseen that over 20 years into the future he and I would be sipping sour beers in the cellars of a dusty old Belgian brewery or that we’d be on a roadtrip up the West Coast of America, where I’m still asking the same question: “Can I try some of your beer?”
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My dad and I drinking at Toronado in San Francisco during our roadtrip through California and Oregon.








IS THERE A BEST BEER IN THE WORLD?
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Hill Farmstead Brewery in remote rural Vermont is considered by beer geeks to be one of the best in the world.


This is my quest to find the best beer in the world, my chance to look through the past and present of beer and see which ones stand out for their importance as well as how they taste. I chose the stories in this book based on the beers, breweries, and places that I objectively think are most interesting and relevant in a general sense, though the experiences are subjective and personal to me. It’s impossible to separate the subjectivity because what I’ve found is that it’s the experience that tends to have the biggest impact.


What I hope this book achieves is a sense of a beer’s story and history, a sense of the people who make it, and the places where we drink it, and why it all matters. Ultimately, I hope it makes you wonder what you’d say is the best beer. What do you think is the most important beer brewed? Is there one single incredible beer experience that stands out as the best you’ve ever tasted? And if you had the chance to do a similar journey, where would you go and what would you want to drink?


When people have asked what this book is about during the writing process they all asked the same thing: “have you found it yet?” My answer was always the same: “I’m still looking.” While I can now say that I have some answers, the truth is that I’ll always be looking because I love beer and I’m forever after new experiences and new flavors and I drink with the never-ending hope that the next glass of beer I drink will be better than anything I’ve had before; there’s always the chance of finding a new favorite beer or best beer.


What I hope this book achieves is a sense of a beer’s story and history, a sense of the people who make it, and the places where we drink it, and why it all matters.














THE SEARCH STARTS AT HOME




Every journey of this worldwide search begins and ends back at my flat in London, so it makes sense that before I go anywhere I want to explore the places nearest to me. This means brewing and drinking with friends in the city that I call home.
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CAN I BREW THE BEST BEER IN THE WORLD AT HOME?
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I want to try and brew the best beer in the world in my house. Or, more exactly, at my mate’s house because he already brews in his kitchen and has all the stuff. Plus he really knows what he’s doing. My thinking is that I can cook great food at home but can I make great beer there? Can I think up a recipe for my ideal beer, get the ingredients I need, and then actually make the beer I was dreaming of? I know I can do that with a recipe for my dinner. But beer is different. Beer feels more challenging to me.


Homebrewing is important. Since the first time someone deliberately mixed grain and water and let the sugars ferment into alcohol, beer has been brewed by people in their homes. It was once as normal—and essential—as baking bread. Brewing meant boiling water, making it safer to drink than the natural source; the grains gave calories and nourished through the day; the alcohol warmed and relaxed through the evening; plus it tasted good.


If it was once done for necessity then in more recent years it’s been done for recreation, and the revolution of craft brewing really has its heart in homebrewing; so many breweries tell the story of a homebrewer going pro—someone who refined their skills in a kitchen or shed and eventually decided to turn it into a career. What’s interesting is that amateurs are at the forefront of brewing. They don’t have commercial constraints, no financial restrictions beyond what’s in their wallet, no creative limits; they can combine ingredients in new ways and learn from it very quickly. It’s small-scale, small-cost, small-risk, but it can create superb drinks.


So I’m going to homebrew some beer and try to nail a perfect Pale Ale. It’s a style I drink often and know well. In my head I can imagine and taste what my ideal version would be like, so I want to make that. I’m also going to brew a second beer that’s best described as “experimental” because I love how homebrewers can innovate in ways that professional breweries often can’t.


To do this I need some help, which is why I’m going to the house of my good friend Chunk, who has been homebrewing since September 20, 2009. I know the exact date because he has a book with all his recipes neatly written in it. He’s that kind of detail-driven guy, which is what helps him to make some seriously excellent beers.


GETTING STARTED


We’re in Chunk’s small kitchen and on the hob is a big silver pot of water heating up. Opposite this on one of the worktops is the “mash tun”—a large plastic vessel wrapped in an insulated mat, the kind you more often see used for camping. Because he’s fastidiously precise and neat, he’s put out all of the grains into separate bowls, which he’s spread out on his kitchen counter top.


“These malts are all measured out and ready to go. That water is nearly hot enough so chuck all of that into the mash,” he says, passing over the bowls of crushed grain.


On the other side of the kitchen are three fridges. Three. The first is for food and next to this are two fridges on top of each other. One is the beer fridge, filled with bottles. Above this is his fermentation fridge—it’s where all of his homebrew goes, and he even has a special thermometer to ensure it’s at the exact temperature he needs for whatever beer is in there. Gill, his wife, is very understanding, but then she does get to enjoy a lot of good beer.




THE RECIPE
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I’ve told Chunk the ingredients I want to use and the flavor profile that I would like to achieve, and he’s translated that into an actual recipe.


The grain bill for my Pale Ale is mostly Pilsner malt because I love how simple, clean, and bready it is. We’re adding Munich and Vienna malts for nutty, biscuity flavors, with the Munich also contributing some extra color. And we’re adding flaked wheat and malted oats simply because I like wheat and oats in beers and want to know how it’ll influence a Pale Ale. As a homebrewer I can make those calls.


For the hops, I’m using Czech Saaz because they give a clean, sharp bitterness to beers plus a lovely lemony, peppery, floral aroma—it’s probably my favorite hop. I’m then adding Australian Galaxy and American Citra hops, both famous for their fruitiness—I want this beer to smell like a bowl of tropical and citrus fruit.





The water that’s on the hob came from bottles bought from the supermarket. “Bottled water has the exact composition on it, which is important,” Chunk says. “It’s really hard to get accurate and detailed mineral reports on tap water, plus London water is really hard, making it difficult to adjust it to what you need it to be.” By “adjust”, Chunk is talking about adding things to the water to balance it and make it ideal for brewing this type of beer. Water composition influences the flavors of beers in different ways, so brewers—whether kitchen or industrial—need that control over this crucial element of their brew, with different beer styles working best with different water types. “All bottled waters are a bit different. This one is really soft, meaning we can more easily tweak it,” he says. “You have to add something to it to play with the balance of sulphate to chloride. For example, water high in sulphate will accentuate the bitterness, whereas if the balance is toward chloride it’ll round out the malt profile.”
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The grain bill is carefully measured out before starting the brew.


“This beer is skewed to chloride for body and malt,” explains Chunk. I nod as if I know what he’s talking about but clearly he sees through my vacant look. “Water chemistry is seriously complicated!”


He’s been saying all of this while standing over the hob with a thermometer in the water. “74—we’re ready.” I ask why we’re shooting for 165˚F (74°C). “That’s based on the volume and temperature of the grain.” I look blankly back at him.


“Imagine if you’re brewing outside on a really cold day—the grain will be a different temperature to if you’re inside on a hot day. So when you add the water to it it’ll change the overall temperature of the mix and when we pour this into the grain we want it to get to 67°C.”


Chunk pours the water over the grain that I put into the mash tun and mixes it together, filling the kitchen with the sweet smell of malt. He checks the temperature: 153°F (67.2°C). Next he does something that I’ve never before seen in a brewery… He picks up the mash tun and runs into his living room. He places it under his stairs and then wraps it up like a baby in large blankets and pillows while I just stand and watch perplexed. “What the hell are you doing?!”


“Insulating the mash tun,” he says as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “We need to hold the temperature as constant as possible, so I just wrap it up and leave it under the stairs. It’s inevitable that the temperature will drop a degree or two but this keeps it pretty constant for an hour.”


During the mash, we’re aiming to convert all the starches in the grain into sugars. Later we’ll add yeast and that will convert those sugars into alcohol, so this conversion is important and it will happen at around 153˚F (67.2°C).


We leave the mash under the stairs, and prepare for the sparge. For this, Chunk takes 2 gallons (8 liters) of bottled water and heats it in a large pan. “We need to get to 80°C.”


“How do you know all of this stuff?” I ask.


“I guess I just learnt it. And I use brewing sof tware for the figures.” On the side he has two laptops open. I thought they were there just to play the podcast that we’re listening to, but no; there’s a special beer recipe program open. Called BeerSmith, it’s the primary resource for homebrewers, who can punch in any number of variables and get exact details on their beer. For example, put in the temperature and volume of your water plus the amount of each different grain you’re using and the program will tell you the exact color of your beer and the expected alcohol level. Change the temperature by half a degree and the whole equation shifts; add some different grains and you get something different again.
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Once the water reaches 153ºF (67ºC) it’s ready to be added to the grain.


“How did you get into this in such a big way, dude?”


“My personality is that I can’t do something just a little bit. If I do something then I really get into it properly and have to understand it. I never used to drink beer but when I started I wanted to know everything about it and understand it properly. Homebrewing was kind of an obvious thing for me to do.” He’s brewed about 80 batches in five years, often changing small details, processes, or ingredients to understand how they affect the flavor.


His day job involves working in IT. “Before that, I was thinking about becoming a chef, but it’s long hours and the pay’s bad, so I went with the money. But brewing is like cooking, plus it’s great to to drink what you make and then be able to identify the ingredients in commercial beers.” To Chunk, it’s about learning and being able to nail ingredients and processes.


READY TO SPARGE?


With the hour-long mash period over and the sparge water heated up, Chunk unwraps the blankets and brings the tun back to the kitchen. “Ready to sparge?”


He lifts the lid off the mash tun and a cloud of sweet steam fills the kitchen. He pours in the 176°F (80°C) water and lets it mix in briefly while he lines up a big silver pan on the floor beneath a tap on the mash tun—the sparge water is there to help push all the liquid out. He then opens the tap and golden, sweet “wort” flows out like a fountain into the pan beneath.
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I chose Czech Saaz, Australian Galaxy, and American Citra hops for my dream brew.


We’ve now got all of the important sugars from the grain and only need the liquid, which will become our beer—the spent grain is no use to us now. Or at least it wouldn’t be if we weren’t planning on a second brew… But that’s happening later.


With all the liquid strained through he lifts the pan onto the kitchen stovetop. He then does something else which makes me stop and stare in disbelief: he takes a wooden spoon and puts it into the pan: “We’ve got 11.2 liters,” he says.


“What the hell?” is all I can say as I look at the spoon, which I now see has black scratches notched into it.


“Didn’t I tell you about this spoon!?” he says, passing it to me. “I made it to measure volume. I weighed out a liter of water, put it in that pan then marked the spoon. Then I just kept on doing it all the way up the pan.” I can’t help but laugh at him. “If Gill uses this spoon when she’s cooking then I go mental!”


With the pan of wort on the hob, we turn up the heat and bring it to the boil. While this happens, Chunk gets three vacuum-packs of hops out of the freezer and we weigh out 0.8 oz (25g) of Saaz hops, which doesn’t sound like a lot but for this volume of liquid it’s a considerable amount. As the wort begins to roll into a boil, we add the hops from which bursts out a fragrant and spicy aroma, turning the brew a soupy green.


When the kitchen timer beeps to tell us that 65 minutes is up, Chunk fills his kitchen sink with cold water and places the whole pan into it: “We need to cool it down to 80°C. It’s kind of arbitrary but below 80°C is the best time to add the hops,” he says. And of course that’s not arbitrary. Neither is the amount of hops we’re adding. It’s based on Chunk reading all the brewing material he can find, then working out a consistent volume of hops for successful beers, then using BeerSmith for accuracy, and applying all of that to his own beers.


The liquid cools quickly and the rest of the hops go in, throwing out a dank, citrusy aroma to the kitchen. At this point Chunk uses a hydrometer to measure the amount of sugar we’ve extracted from the grain—the “gravity” of it. Using another equation, he combines the temperature of the liquid with the reading on his hydrometer to give him an accurate number: 1.045. Exactly what we’re aiming for to produce a beer of around 4.4% ABV.


From here we just wait for the wort to cool down before it gets transferred into the fermenter—the empty water bottles we used for the brew. When that liquid gets to 64°F (18°C) the yeast will be pitched into it.


GONZO BREWING


Ordinarily Chunk would now be mostly done, apart from some cleaning, and would open a beer. But not today because we’re doing something he’s never done before. Something very few people have probably ever done before. We’re sacking off the science, the known processes, the theory, and we’re going gonzo. And it’s now that I get three coconuts out of my bag, because I’ve always wanted to brew a beer with coconut water.


My thinking with brew two is that it’ll be a rich, dark beer loaded with coconut. Because we’re not following the usual rules, we’re not going to get to that dark beer by starting a completely new brew. Instead we’re following a centuries-old process. You see, years ago, people brewing in their homes would make a couple of different beers from one batch of grain. After they’ve mashed it, the first liquid to drain off would be rich with sugars from the grain. As more water was sparged over it, the sweetness would lessen. Separate them into two fermenters and you get one strong beer and one weak beer. We’re kind of doing that, just in reverse and with some extra stuff thrown in…


The Pale Ale we’ve just brewed will form the base of brew two. To bolster it we’re creating a small, intense mash of dark, sweet liquid flavored with coconut water and we’ll blend that into the Pale Ale. We kept the spent grain from the first brew and into that we put lots of chocolate malt for dark color and a dark chocolate flavor, then we add a grain called Carafa III, which will add color but not give it too much bitter coffee flavor. We also add more wheat and oats and 3.5 oz (100g) of dried coconut chips (because—screw it—we can). We heat water to 176˚F (80°C) and Chunk pours that into the mash tun and stirs it around. While this steeps, I carve the coconuts and pour out the sweet water, which gives us 30 fl oz (900ml) of liquid.




HANDLE WITH CARE


Hops will give a beer its bitterness. The thing with hops is that they contain acids and oil. The acids give bitterness once they isomerize (or become soluble in water), which happens after an extended boil, while the oils will give the beer aroma and flavor. However, the oils are volatile, so the longer you heat them the more likely it is that you’ll boil them away, meaning the later you add hops the more aroma you get. Typically, a beer will have multiple additions of hops in order to get bitterness plus flavor and aroma. For this recipe we’re going to boil the beer for 65 minutes, take it off the heat, and add the Galaxy and Citra hops—this should maximize the aroma from the oils.





After the grain has steeped for 15 minutes, we drain it off into another pan and bring it to the boil on the hob, adding some more hops for bitterness. About 10 minutes into the boil (we’re only shooting for about 15 minutes of boiling in total, so much shorter than you’d usually do), we pour in the coconut water, add some fresh vanilla pods (because I love vanilla), then add a lot of dark candy sugar to give it a lot more fermentable sugars to convert into alcohol (I want this to be over 6% ABV), plus this will give some dark, dried fruit flavors to the brew, like a dark Belgian beer.


[image: images]


Chunk drains the wort from the mash tun.


Far from the calm cleanliness of earlier, it’s now carnage in Chunk’s kitchen. Neither of us really knows what’s going on. There’s coconut and grain dust everywhere, hops on the floor, pans and spoons and thermometers in places they definitely shouldn’t be, but somehow we manage to get something resembling a second wort, all sweet and bitter and black.


Once both liquids have cooled, it’s time to fill the fermenters. After sanitizing them, which is incredibly important to avoid any unwanted flavors, and placing a funnel into the top, we take a large sieve and strain 1.3 gallons (5 liters) of the Pale Ale into one of the bottles. This leaves us a couple of liters of pale liquid to go into the other fermenter, which we top up with the dark coconut liquid to reach 1.3 gallons. Once the liquor has cooled to 64˚F (18°C), Chunk adds in the yeast and closes the door on his fermentation fridge. It’s taken about six hours but with that the brews are done.


JUDGEMENT DAY


Over the next few weeks I get regular updates on how the beers are doing. We add extra hops into the Pale Ale to give it even more aroma. The dark beer goes a little crazy and ferments further than expected, making it drier than I want, so we add lactose sugar to give body, sweetness, and richness, again just making it up as we go along. We also add more coconut chips, just because.


Three weeks after brewing, I’m back at Chunk’s house with our mates Matt, Pez, and Lee. “Is everyone ready to drink the best beer in the world?” I say confidently as Chunk starts to pour out the Pale Ale that he’s put into a mini keg.


He hands me the first glass and I’m genuinely excited: in my head this is my idea of my perfect Pale Ale; could Chunk and I translate that idea, that flavor in my mind, into a great glassful of beer?


It’s bright gold and clear enough to see through, with just a slight haze. The foam is full and white and it looks great. We all have beers and we all say “cheers” before taking a mouthful. WOW!


I wanted the beer to smell like mango, pineapple, and mandarin and I get all of that and more. It’s so fruity, almost like tropical juice. Around me everyone is making excited sounds. I look at Chunk and he’s swirling the beer around his glass, chasing those aromas, analyzing them. And he’s smiling.


I take a mouthful and that’s perfect, too. Full yet still light, there’s a hint of biscuity sweetness, a depth of juicy hops, then a dry, balanced and clean bitterness. At 4.4% ABV it’s a beer I could drink all day and it’s even better than I’d hoped for. Everyone else agrees: “Dude, when are you going to quit your job and become a brewer?!” “This is awesome! I love those hops!” “Chunk, you’re a genius.” Clearly in their praise they’ve overlooked and underestimated my own efforts in the brew, but I don’t care, because it tastes so good.



“Is everyone ready to drink the best beer in the world?”


Next we move on to brew two. I wanted, via the roundabout route we took, to get something like an Oatmeal Stout with coconut in it. As he passes around glasses of dark beer with a thick tan foam it definitely looks like I want it to…


Where last time there were “wows” of excitement, this time there are “woahs” of confusion. To me it smells like dark chocolate and coconut and it immediately makes me laugh—rarely does a beer create such an unexpected reaction like this. It’s exactly what I wanted from this beer—to be surprised by it, for it to make me smile.


“I’m not so sure about that one,” says Lee. “Me neither,” says Pez. Matt likes it better: “Ha, that’s weirdly delicious!”
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Two glasses of the finished pale ale.


I think it’s amazing, though not exactly amazingly good. It’s not like any beer I’ve had before. It’s chocolaty, full-bodied and ever-so-coconutty in the silliest of ways. The others prefer the Pale Ale, and I agree, but there’s something fun about this beer that just cracks me up.


The Pale Ale is genuinely brilliant. It’s not necessarily the best beer I’ve ever tasted but it was exactly the beer I hoped we could make. The coconutty brew was weird in the best of ways and I loved that, too, but the unusual processes and tail-chasing that we did to make it happen resulted in something not quite as complete as the Pale Ale. Plus you really need to love coconut to like the beer.


THE FIRST STEPS TOWARD THE BEST BEER


Today an increasing number of people are brewing at home, where with each batch they hope they’ll get something delicious to drink with their friends. Some of these brewers do it for fun; others end up making the move to professional breweries. And that’s exciting because it’s the future of the beers we drink at home and in bars.


Chunk is a great brewer; watching him is inspiring and makes me want to brew more of my own beers. I love the challenge of coming up with recipes and seeing if I can make something great in my house. I also love how I can completely design a beer that’s exactly to my taste—I can imagine the best beer in the world and then I can try my best to make it. If I don’t get it quite right then I can try again, tweaking it until I’m satisfied. That’s the fun of the challenge and I reckon I can nail that coconut stout next time…


PERFECT LONDON BEER DAY
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“You’re 25 minutes late for your own pub crawl!” shouts Matt when I finally drag myself into the pub. “And I thought you wanted to get lunch here? Why did you text Chunk to say you’ve already eaten?” Matt and Chunk are the guys I drink with every week. They’re also the ones I’ve been planning today with. The first part of that plan was simple—meet at 12 and eat a pub lunch.


Long story short: I was hungover, went to the gym, felt worse, and ate some eggs. That made me late and not hungry. It has also left me unprepared and today is an important day as I’m hoping to find the best beer in the world in my favorite city by going to my favorite pubs with my favorite people.


“It’s my day and I can do what I like! It’s important to have some spontaneity, you know. Now who wants a beer?” I ask.


We’re in The Mayflower in Rotherhithe, right on the bank of the River Thames. It’s a historically significant pub because in 1620 the Mayflower ship set off from here on its nation-establishing pilgrimage across the Atlantic. Fittingly, the dark-wood walls are covered in sea memorabilia, making it feel like an old ship. Being a romantic for starting-line stories like this, The Mayflower feels like a decent place to begin the day. Luckily for me, Matt, Chunk, and his wife Gill got here on time because it meant they got a great seat on the outside decking area that overhangs the Thames. And that’s the real reason we’re at the Mayflower: I love being by the river in London and can spend hours in its company, enchanted by it, excited by it, endlessly fascinated by the sights.


Looking west I see the sharp point of the Shard, London’s tallest building; there are the bottle green curves of the Gherkin; there are factories converted into apartments; pubs and docks and a skyline of cranes keeping the construction going. There’s so much activity and I can see both the history of the city and the shape of things to come. There are also so many stories down here, so many things have happened here during the life of the river.


Looking east and that’s the direction the Mayflower would’ve sailed—into the large width of water, starting a great adventure. And like the ship did almost 400 years ago, we’ve taken on fuel, we’ve collected passengers, and now, having finished a pale ale and some fries, today’s pilgrimage can properly begin… which means getting on a bus to Bermondsey.


THE CRAFT REVOLUTION


London is a city with a rich history of beer making and there are over 80 breweries across the capital. Despite the heritage, this surge in new brews is recent, with less than 10 of those breweries open before 2009. It’s also incredible to know that the second oldest still-active brewery in London is Meantime, which started in 1999. London is brewing itself back toward the top of the best beer cities list and by living here I’m getting to see it happen every day.
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A view of the Thames looking west. The day begins at Rotherhithe, in the bottom left corner of the picture.


If there’s one thing that any beer lover should do on a Saturday in south London, it’s visit the Bermondsey Beer Mile. Beneath, or next to, railway arches going in and out of London Bridge Station, there’s a line of excellent breweries and a bottle shop, plus some cool food markets, all just south of the Thames. Conveniently within walking distance of each other, people are coming here on a Saturday and trying to drink in all of them. At the eastern end is FourPure and walking west beside the bridges you pass Partizan, The Kernel, Brew By Numbers, Anspach & Hobday, and Southwark Brewing Co.


The Kernel is where we’re going. Coming in from an industrial estate car park, where there are people spilling outside, many carrying bottles wrapped in the distinctive brown labels of the brewery, you can see through the deep arch, over a table of bottles, and down to the brewhouse at the back. It’s packed inside and standing room only—it’s like this every Saturday even though they only open for a couple of hours. Drinkers crowd the front counter, taking a close look to see what’s available: there are Pale Ales and IPAs, each named after the hops used in them; there are strong Stouts based on recipes from over a century ago; there are sour beers aged in wooden barrels. We all order Pale Ales and IPAs, the beers that The Kernel is best known for. They are American-inspired but definitely London delivered, with their appealingly hazy gold color, the smell of fruit bowls, and a full and satisfying texture. I drink a lot of these beers in London.


This kind of beer is important to me because it was these fruity, hoppy pale brews that got me excited enough about beer to want to start writing about it. These American-hopped Pale Ales were so different to the brown Best Bitters I’d been drinking, and one taste made me want to find more and know more. Without beer like this I wouldn’t do what I do now.
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Bottles for sale at The Kernel Brewery.


MEMORY LANE


As we leave and walk toward London Bridge, via Brew By Numbers for a quick half of their excellent hoppy Saison, we’re joined by Pez and Sofia—two more of my favorite people to drink with. The next stop is a return to a pub that featured in my early beer biography. During university a group of us would regularly get the train into London and go on beer crawls. The Rake, near London Bridge, was our go-to pub for trying new beers at a time when there were hardly any beer bars around. After that we’d go to The Market Porter, a handsome corner pub right in the middle of London’s Borough Market. It’s well dressed in bright flowers and always busy with people crowding the streets outside cradling their beer.


Inside, soldier-like handpulls stand along the large bar top, each with a colorful clip stuck on the front to show what’s on. These are the real ales and that’s what you drink when you’re at the Market Porter. Along with tea, this is Britain’s drink, and nowhere else does it like we do it, making it a wonderful idiosyncrasy. A decade ago we’d work through as many beers as possible, learning about different styles, finding beers we loved and beers we hated—it’s where we learnt about beer.


“Remember Pete Postlethwaite’s Bitter?” “What about the time we came here then went to the German place next door for steins and it took you two hours to get home?” “I was looking at old Facebook photos the other day and saw some from in here—it’s just the same today as it was then!” “I still remember that pint of Old Growler in here—it was so good!” “Was it here we came after you pulled an allnighter to get that essay done and then almost fell asleep over there?” We rarely drink in the Market Porter anymore so it’s good to return for a pint. The next stop is somewhere we drink most weeks.


A massive part of my London life is Camden Town Brewery. I started working there in September 2011 and it was a big step for me. I’d gone from being a beer blogger and writer on the outside of the industry to having genuine influence in how a brewery was working. Being at Camden every day, I got to talk to brewers all the time, asking them questions, learning about the processes and the industry, and uncovering all the small details of running a brewery.


Every morning I’d go into work and ask the boss, Jasper Cuppaidge, why there wasn’t a bar at the brewery. To me it seemed crazy to have a space and not open it up so people could come inside and be able to drink the beer fresh. Then one day, after about five months of nagging, I arrived at work and some builders were measuring up the space.


And whether at the brewery or elsewhere in London, Camden Town’s Hells Lager is the beer I drink most of. I love Hells for how it’s been present at many momentous life events in the last few years: working at the brewery; drinking the beer the night my first book came out, which I wrote while working at Camden; it was the beer I drank while doing my best man speech at Matt’s wedding; the beer I’ve taken on numerous weekends away with friends; the beer I was drinking when I realized a 10-year relationship was over; and the first beer I put in my fridge when I moved to London and started a new life. Hells is ever-present in my life and it’s more than just a drink to me. Sitting outside the brewery, on long benches in the sun with friends, a Hells is exactly what I want. Here we’re joined by Sara, another of my best friends and Matt’s wife, plus Chris Hall, a beer-writing friend.
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“Tell me again what you’re doing today?” asks Sara as she also drinks a pint of Hells.


“Attempting my perfect London beer day for the new book. I’ve basically planned my ideal drinking day and I want to see if it’s actually any good.”


“Hmm… I think my perfect drinking day would be very different to yours,” she says before others start to throw in their ideas for their perfect drinking day.


“You have to go to some classic old pubs, like Sam Smith pubs where you get cheap pints. And you need to go to a Wetherspoons pub—the ones we used to drink in at uni. And a Fuller’s pub for a pint of London Pride—that’s proper London drinking.”


“The best pub crawls just sort of happen and aren’t planned. How many great nights have we had just walking into a random bar after 10pm when we’re already drunk?”


“I think it’s the people that matter. Wouldn’t it be depressing drinking on your own all day? You want to be with friends and just get really drunk with them.”


“I’d want to go to some of my favorite pubs because you just feel at home there. I’d want a nightcap of good whiskey or gin or cocktails. I’d want to go somewhere with a good view of the city or just something interesting to look at. And fried chicken at the end, obviously.”
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The Market Porter, situated in London’s best food market, Borough, is a honeypot for foodies and beer lovers.


“The best pub crawls just sort of happen and aren’t planned…”


“You know, I really like the idea of a personal pub crawl like we’re on today; going to places that have a meaning to you, and that you’ve been to loads of times already because they are important and you like them. But when I’m drunk and happy I just want to walk into places and see what happens.”


We have a few beers in the brewery, including the incredibly delicious IHL, a mega-hopped lager, and talk and laugh for a few hours. As we say bye to Pez we jump on the train and head east to Haggerston and The Fox, a big corner pub on Kingsland Road.


I’ve spent Sunday afternoons in here playing board games and eating a roast dinner, I’ve written parts of this book in here, there have been warm evenings sitting on the roof, and too many nights where I’ve got too drunk on IPA.


I live nearby, so come here often, plus it has the best beer selection in this part of town. Most of us choose Beavertown’s Gamma Ray, an American-style Pale Ale from a brewery which originated in Duke’s Brew and Cue, a barbecue restaurant just around the corner.


“This is still my favorite beer in London,” says Matt.


“Neck Oil is also pretty great. And Smog Rocket,” says Chunk.


“Have you had Smog with the ribs at Duke’s? It’s amazing!” I add, immediately aware of how hungry I am. And also how drunk I am. Somehow we’ve now been drinking for over eight hours, so with a slight giddiness in my head and sway in my legs, the next stop is for food and that means we’re going for The Best Burger in London.


Improbably, I spend more time reading about burgers than I do reading about beer. It’s a bit of an obsession. I’ve been thinking about this particular burger all week, about the soft sweet bun, the juicy beef patty, and the saltiness of the American cheese—I’m just about ready to eat my arm as we finish the 15-minute walk to The Sebright Arms, where Lucky Chip cooks the brilliant burgers. Then my phone buzzes and I see that I’ve got a voicemail message from Sofia, who cycled ahead to get a table. I play it back: “THEY’RE OUT OF BURGERS! WHAT DO WE DO?!” (I’ve since had to delete the message because the genuine distress in her voice is something I can’t handle hearing ever again.) How can they be out of burgers?! The kitchen doesn’t close for another 90 minutes! Oh my god. OH MY GOD!


You know when you leave it too late to eat and you get angry and that’s exaggerated by being hammered, and you’re empty of food and full of beer and it’s a dangerous mix? We’re all there right now. “What are we going to do?” “If I don’t eat soon I’m going to die!” “I’m starving!”


We walk to Broadway Market, perhaps my favorite street in London (I might as well carry on the favorite theme) and manage to grab some pizza, but this burgerless blip has thrown the day. It’s later than we thought and we’re all drunker than we should be. I’d been planning another bar after food, just a random pub that I’ve never been to before, but it’s too late now. And as Chris leaves us, there’s only one pub to go to at this stage of the evening.


This makes me realize that it’s the moments that matter more than the liquid in the glass.


THE LOCAL


The Cock Tavern, by Hackney Central station, is my local. It’s a very British thing to have a local. I love this place because when I walk in I feel like I’ve stepped into a second living room, especially when I’m greeted by Tim the manager. The pub is busy and there’s a smoke-like haze in the air that always seems to be here, adding to the old, worn atmosphere of the place. There’s a feeling of comfort here and that’s important in a pub; that’s what a local is. The Cock is where I come to read and write, it’s where I come for quiet pints on weekends, it’s a solace after a shitty day at work, and it’s where I usually end up late at night on Fridays and Saturdays for one more beer.


There’s a small brewery in the cellar, there’s a long line-up of hand-pulled ales and ciders, plus some great kegs of cold beer.


We get six pints and all sit around a tiny table, with Mark, Matt, and I squashed on one small bench and Gill, Sara, and Sofia opposite. We’re talking shit and laughing. I’m not entirely sure what’s happening and I don’t know what I’m drinking, but I don’t care because all that matters to me right now is being here with these guys.


Today’s crawl has taken in some classic pubs, some new pubs, a few breweries, and some places with personal significance; it has been the kind of day with friends that I love. Now it’s late and as we talk about the last 12 hours I can’t remember much of what I had to drink or how anything actually tasted. But I can remember the places, the people, and the way I felt in those moments. What this makes me realize is that it’s the moments that matter more than the liquid in the glass. And thinking back to some of the best beers I’ve ever tasted, I can tell you where I had them and who was there before I can tell you what the beer was like. Beer is great because it’s social and the best beer experiences I can have will be ones I can share with other people.


I don’t think I drank the best beer in the world today but I did drink some of my favorites and I shared them with my best friends. And now, sitting with them in the pub late at night, is a moment that I won’t forget.
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Drinkers outside the Camden Town Brewery bar.


BRITISH CASK BEER


With a firm pull on the curved wooden handpump, the pale liquid pours into the glass, white foam bubbling then bursting as another pull almost fills the vessel. One final tug and the beer is placed on the bar, a gentle haze gradually easing upward and forming the beer’s foam, leaving a bright, golden pint.
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A selection of cask ales from Fullers, one of London’s largest breweries, on display at the bar.


The aroma is gentle and lightly fruity, yet it’s vibrantly fresh. It’s cool against the lips, the body is soft and clean, a gentle carbonation giving it life on your tongue, pushing forward a subtle hop flavor before the malt comes through with the taste of biscuits, bread, and toast—rich yet light. Then the hops return; they are dry and bitter and leave you thirsty for more. This is what makes cask beer great.


Cask beer is England’s thing. Here, beer is born in the brewery and then raised in the pub, where the bar staff have an important role in how the beer tastes in your glass.


Brewers fill casks with fermented, uncarbonated, (often) unfiltered beer. They may also add more yeast (or fermenting beer) and sugar, plus some form of fining agent to help to clear the yeast from the beer. (It’s worth noting that isinglass is the most common fining and it comes from the dried swim bladders of fish, so vegetarians or vegans might want to consider this.) Then a bung is knocked in and it leaves the brewery.


When the cask arrives at the pub, it’s not ready to drink immediately. Instead, it needs to sit in the cool cellar where the yeast still in the beer will continue to work, undergoing a secondary fermentation that creates a gentle carbonation and enlivens more of the flavors and aromas. The beer is brought to life in the cellars and it transforms within a couple of days. When the beer is ready to be sold it’s hooked up to a cask line in the cellar. Back in the bar, the handpump pulls the beer from the cask and straight into the customer’s glass.


Catch a cask beer at the perfect moment and it’s an unbeatable beer experience, but the delight of it is also its ultimate downfall. These beers are alive in the barrels, gradually maturing and changing, and as the beer improves it will only continue to get better until a certain point, when it begins a decline that can slide down the bad side until it’s sour and undrinkable. The fact that it’s being pulled from a cask in a cool cellar does not guarantee it’ll be good, so if you want the best cask beer then go to a busy pub, one that you can see sells through their cask beers quickly, and one with good staff who know their stuff.


A good British cask beer is one of the best beer experiences in the world.




MIGHTY MARIS OTTER MALT


Maris Otter is the best known and most distinctive of British malts and arguably it is to British beer what C-hops (Cascade, Centennial, Citra, etc.) are to American beer. It gives a biscuity, nutty, toasty depth of flavor, which cask beer’s gentle carbonation can highlight in the best of ways, compared to the harsher, livelier bubbles in bottles and kegged beer. To really celebrate the mighty Maris Otter malt, you want that beer on cask.







TOP 10 BEERS IN TOWN




Harvey’s Best is russet brown and pin bright; there’s autumnal fruit, some toasty malt and a deep, clinging bitterness in this classic cask ale from the south of England.


Timothy Taylor’s Landlord has a richness of British malt and then a whole barrage of hops come at you, earthy and spicy and with a depth of marmalade. Another classic, this one from the north.


St Austell Tribute has all that chewy English malt in the back and then in come the lightly citrusy, floral hops that can go into a lemon pithiness. Lovely pint.


Fyne Ales Avalanche shows off Maris Otter malt’s bready qualities and then whacks in loads of floral and grapefruity hops in this ever-refreshing Golden Ale. As a bonus, it’s named after I Am The Avalanche, one of my favorite bands.


Salopian Brewery Darwin’s Origin has created the perfect evolution of British ales, celebrating the biscuity sweetness of malt and then the floral, zesty aroma and dry bitterness of the hops.


Moor Revival is a snapshot of modern British beer. Very pale in color, delicate malt, bursting with aromatic American hops, lightly hazy because it’s unfiltered, and boldly bitter yet balanced.


Oakham Citra is rightly celebrated as one of Britain’s best cask ales. It’s all about the Citra hop’s vibrant mango and tangerine juiciness but it also has this remarkable soft body of malt, which cask beer highlights like nothing else can.


Fuller’s London Porter on cask is a rare and wonderful treat. It has a body like silk, with cocoa, coffee, and smoke. It’s smooth and rich and layered with complexity and flavor.


Siren Soundwave shows how good a West Coast IPA can be on cask, where all the fruity, resinous hops turn deliciously fleshy and fresh and the lush malt gives some toffee-like sweetness to balance.


Thornbridge Saint Petersburg is proof that big beers can be cracking on cask; the deeply roasted flavors combine with chocolate and dark fruit and become elegant and soft in this half-pint-by-the-fireplace kind of brew.








CITY GUIDE:
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LONDON


Once the greatest brewing city in the world, it somehow turned into a terrible place for great beer toward the end of the 20th century. Now it’s back near the top of the list of beer cities to visit, thanks to the combination of classic old pubs, modern bars, the ever-growing list of breweries, a huge variety of beers, plus a lot of great food.
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CAMDEN TOWN BREWERY


55-59 WILKIN STREET MEWS;


WWW.CAMDENTOWNBREWERY.COM


It’s always better to drink beer fresh and in the brewery. Camden has a cool taproom where they’ll have up to 10 of their beers on tap. Outside you’ll find a rotating choice of great street food.


THE KERNEL BREWERY


ARCH 11, DOCKLEY ROAD INDUSTRIAL ESTATE; WWW.THEKERNELBREWERY.COM


Only open on Saturdays and only for a short time. Go there and try their incredible IPAs and superb dark beers. When you’re done at Kernel, follow the railway arches either east or west and you’ll find a few more breweries.


THE QUEEN’S HEAD


66 ACTON STREET;


WWW.QUEENSHEADLONDON.COM


I love this pub not far from King’s Cross. Good people, good beers, and always a good atmosphere—it’s a real gem which not enough people in the city know about.
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Camden Hells Lager, a personal favorite and you’ll find it at many of the best beer pubs and bars in London.


CRAFT BEER COMPANY


82 LEATHER LANE;


WWW.THECRAFTBEERCO.COM


This is a growing group of great pubs popping up all over the capital. Leather Lane is their original pub, and still one of the best with a long list of great British and imported beers. Go to their Islington venue for a cozier, classic pub atmosphere.


THE FOX


372 KINGSLAND ROAD;


WWW.THEFOXE8.COM


A big corner pub with a cool roof terrace, The Fox always has a brilliant range of the best beers you can find, so look for some of Britain’s best—Moor, Magic Rock, Summer Wine, and Thornbridge.


DUKE’S BREW AND QUE


33 DOWNHAM RD;


WWW.DUKESBREWANDQUE.COM


This is the original home of Beavertown Brewery, before they moved out and into a bigger site in Tottenham. You can drink all the Beavertown beers here, plus great guests. Make sure you eat here too because the ribs are some of the tastiest in the city.


THE WELL AND BUCKET


143 BETHNAL GREEN ROAD;


WWW.WELLANDBUCKET.COM


Skull-faced Victorian portraits line the walls of this cool East London bar that always has a great range of beers. Grab some sliders to go with your brew, and there’s also a cocktail bar downstairs if you fancy something different.


YE OLDE CHESHIRE CHEESE


145 FLEET STREET;


WWW.SAMUELSMITHSBREWERY.CO.UK


The Samuel Smith Brewery runs some of the best classic old pubs, offering no brand-name drinks and the full range of their products, including Old Brewery Bitter, which is a great pint and one of the cheapest in town. The Cheese has many levels and centuries of stories for you to get lost in. Also try the Princess Louise and the Cittie of Yorke (Holborn).


MOTHER KELLY’S


251 PARADIS ROW;


WWW.MOTHERKELLYS.CO.UK


Not many weeks pass when I don’t visit Mother Kelly’s. In a railway arch close to Bethnal Green station, this is a bar with 20 of the best taps in London, always varied and interesting with many rare beers, plus a superb selection of bottles to drink in or take away.


THE PARCEL YARD


KING’S CROSS STATION;


WWW.PARCELYARD.CO.UK


This large pub inside King’s Cross Station is run by Fuller’s Brewery, giving you a chance to try all of the beers brewed by London’s oldest remaining brewer. Harry Potter fans will notice that it’s also next to platform 9¾.


THE EARL OF ESSEX


25 DANBURY STREET;


WWW.EARLOFESSEX.NET


Check out the huge beer board on your left as you enter, then walk around the bar to see the small brewery in the back. There are 20 beers on tap and a beer-infused food menu.


THE OLD COFFEE HOUSE


49 BEAK STREET;


WWW.BRODIESBEERS.COM


It’s surprisingly difficult to find great beer in Soho, so the Old Coffee House, which is run by the excellent Brodie’s Brewery, is the place to go. A proper boozer, the beers are very good and there’s a great charm to the place. You can also enjoy Brodie’s ales in the William IV in Leyton, East London—that’s where the brewery is located.


BREWDOG SHEPHERD’S BUSH


15-19 GOLDHAWK ROAD;


WWW.BREWDOG.COM


With 40 taps of great beer, around half from BrewDog and half as guests, you won’t be short of choices. BrewDog have bars all over the city so if you can’t get over to SheBu then you’re sure to be near another.
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THE SHIP


41 JEW’S ROW;


WWW.THESHIP.CO.UK


The Ship is the place to go for a great pub meal and a view of the Thames—it has a huge outdoor space, though it gets busy quickly. They serve Meantime Brewery Fresh Lager from handsome tanks.


CRATE BREWERY AND HOWLING HOPS TANK BAR


THE WHITE BUILDING, UNIT 7, QUEEN’S YARD; WWW.CRATEBREWERY.COM AND WWW.HOWLINGHOPS.CO.UK


One of the hippest locations in London, this brewpub is situated on the canal in Hackney Wick with a view of the Olympic Park. Have a pizza while you’re there—they are very good.


Next door is Howling Hops Tank Bar. The brewery started in the basement of the Cock Tavern in Hackney Central and they’ve since added a new site a little further east. Here they’ve filled an amazing space with a shiny brewery in the back, long sociable benches in the middle, BBQ food to one side, and, most significantly, a bank of serving tanks from which all draft beer is poured. A game-changing venue for London.


TOP 5 BEERS IN TOWN




Camden Town Brewery IHL


IPA meets lager and one of my favorite beers


Beavertown Smog Rocket


A super smoked London Porter


Kernel IPA


Always excellent and loaded with hops


Fuller’s London Pride


A classic brew that you have to have on cask


Fourpure Session IPA


Massive hops, modest ABV
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