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For Violet. One day we’ll share a few of these beers together.




















Introduction: 
Seeing Beyond the Light (Beer)



During my wasted youth, I was the classic quantity-over-
quality drinker, pooling together my nickels, dimes, pennies, and quarters to purchase beers whose chief selling points were that they were cheap and cold. Or at least lukewarm. I was far from picky.


Come drinking time in college, an arbitrary hour that began at 1 p.m., 7 p.m., or even 11 a.m., I would crack cans of Busch Light, Natural Light, and Schlitz. I do not recall relishing drinking these low-cost lagers or the occasional 40-ouncer of malt liquor. To me, beer was beer. It was a watery means to, more often than not, a hangover-filled end.


As college relented to reluctant adulthood and later responsible parenthood, I gradually saw the light. More specifically, I saw that there was more to beer than Coors Light. Instead of buying one-buck cans of fizzy lager, I forked over a few extra quarters and bucks to sample pitch-black stouts, bitter India pale ales, and barley wines as warming as a roaring fireplace. Each new beer was a revelation, leading to a realization: if the beer family resided in a sprawling mansion, annexes added, excised, and renovated over the decades and centuries, I’d been confining myself to one cramped basement corner. It was like that classic dream where you discover that your familiar home contains unfamiliar doors, each one leading to a never-before-seen room.


It was time to start exploring beer’s nooks and crannies. I grew obsessed, spending my eves bending elbows at better-beer bars. My days were devoted to perusing bottle shops with the same fervor I once did record stores, as well as interviewing passionate brewers, forward-thinking bar owners, and restaurateurs who believed that great food deserves equally great beer. Through my exhaustive hands-on—and stomach-first—investigations, I was consumed by one crucial question: What makes each beer delicious and different?


Fall for Flavor


More than ever, that’s a tough query to answer concisely. Over the last five decades, American brewing has changed more drastically than at any time since Prohibition. In 1980, there were fewer than 50 breweries in the United States, with most making the same crisp everyman beer advertised during Sunday football. As of 2023, there are more than 9,000 American-based breweries with hundreds, if not thousands, more percolating in the pipeline. From locally rooted brewpubs and neighborhood taprooms to national powerhouses such as Colorado’s New Belgium, Michigan’s Bell’s, and Maine’s Allagash, American craft brewing is in full bloom. In 2012, Merriam-Webster even added craft beer to its dictionary. The definition: “a specialty beer produced in limited quantities.”


With the chain of tradition severed by Prohibition, American brewers enjoy free creative rein to reinvent the very notion of beer, and this has inspired a global brewing revolution bubbling up on almost every continent. (Even in the second edition, Antarctica still lacks a brewpub.) The IPA is a crowd-pleasing colossus, the hop-saturated style spawning 
frequent spinoffs that might be juicy, bitter, or fruitier than a smoothie. Alcohol percentages have climbed above 10 percent, on par with wine, and those strong beers are now as welcome as Rieslings and Cabernet Sauvignons at the dinner table. Low-alcohol beers now boast big flavor. Wild yeasts and souring bacteria can create rustic beers as tartly refreshing as lemonade. And brewers age their creations in wooden casks that once contained bourbon, mezcal, Chardonnay, or rum.
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Beer inhabits a near limitless range of color, flavor, and aroma. There’s a beer for everyone.





Choices, Choices, Choices


It’s the best time in history to be a beer drinker. It’s also the most confusing time. Stroll into any beer bar or store and you’re forced to sift through a dizzying array of dozens, if not hundreds, of distinct brands of beer. A marketplace of overwhelming choice can lead to paralysis and settling for the same old, same old. Repetition can be comforting; that’s why I’ve bought the same pair of jeans at Uniqlo for more than a decade.


Do not make the same mistake with craft beer, where curiosity rewards the intrepid imbiber. In The Complete Beer Course, I aim to demystify ales, lagers, and every ferment in between, elementally breaking down the grains, yeast, hops, and techniques that cause beer’s flavor to splinter into thousands of distinctively delicious directions. After outfitting you with the tools to taste, smell, and evaluate brews, the book will lead you on a flavorful trek through the most critical styles of beer. Structured around a series of easy-to-follow classes, you’ll hop from lagers and pilsners to smooth wheat beers, Belgian-style abbey and monk-made Trappist ales, aromatic pale ales and every kind of IPA, roasty imperial and dessert-worthy pastry stouts, barrel-aged wild ales, and sour ales packed with enough fruit to make a smoothie. Through a sequence of suggested targeted tastings, you’ll learn which flavors are appropriate and which ones signify that you should dump those beers down a drain.
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Alvarado Street Brewery in Monterey, California, excels at producing IPAs.





Not every beer is worthy of residence in your stomach. We all possess a limited number of liver tokens to cash in on a weekly basis, and just because someone brewed a beer doesn’t mean you should drink every drop. Decades of drinking and sampling have given me the confidence to pass on certain beers and seek out others to stock my fridge. The key is arming yourself with the necessary knowledge. That means learning the ropes, loosening your lips, and trying one beer after another, and another.


Hardly There


Or maybe you’d like a hard seltzer, hard tea, hard coffee, or another hard beverage that’s easy to drink. Breweries used to make beer, full stop. Now it’s normal for a brewery to spin sugar into hard seltzer, make root beer, crush grapes for wine, ferment boozy kombucha, distill spirits such as gin and whiskey, add CBD to sparkling water, and top off nonalcoholic beer with THC, which is the psychoactive compound found in cannabis. Care to open a can on this high-flying Friday night?


Breweries are becoming beverage companies, plain and simple, flinging bows as they try to target our collectively chaotic palate and varied suite of needs and wants. Few people are content to start and end a night out with identical liquids. Maybe it’s a kölsch followed by a canned old-fashioned cocktail, chased by a double IPA and finally a few 100-calorie hard seltzers. It behooves breweries to make every beverage to the best of their abilities, especially so they can fill glasses in their own brewpubs and taprooms—the biggest shift in beer consumption.


Till the early 2010s, I visited breweries to grab growlers of fresh beer for drinking elsewhere, or I just scored a six-pack of bottles—yes, bottles—at my local liquor store or beer shop. I drank innovative IPAs and stouts at well-curated beer bars, where bartenders served as gatekeepers and guides to new-
fashioned worlds of flavor. I attended multicourse dinners at restaurants, each appetizer, entrée, and dessert paired to a different beer. Beer festivals filled my social calendar, and I loved sampling scores of beers on a sunny Saturday afternoon, considering it an education by the couple-ounce pour.


Breweries were factories focused on beer production, not halls of assembly. That started changing in the mid-2010s as newly written laws allowed breweries to open and operate taprooms, serving their own fresh beer to locals and tourists alike. They took off, so breweries began opening second taproom locations, then others selling freshly canned four-packs to go. Doing so became a pathway to profitability. No longer did start-up breweries need to fight tooth and claw for placement on tap at local bars or on shelves at grocery stores. Breweries could make high-margin sales by brewing and selling pints to customers packing taprooms that became communal gathering places, the American analogue to the British pub.


From hop varieties and yeast strains to where and what we’re drinking, the brewing industry is nearly unrecognizable since this book’s first edition in 2013. Craft brewing’s liquid insurgence brought better beer to the mainstream, leading to beer conglomerates such as Anheuser-Busch InBev buying breweries, including Goose Island, Blue Point, Breckenridge, and more, muddying the waters of independence and corporate ownership. Big breweries could make bold beers too!


Going Viral


Then along came Covid-19. Bars, restaurants, and brewery taprooms closed. Event producers canceled beer festivals far and wide. Breweries began delivering beer to customers’ doorsteps, bringing bright cheer during dark times. Revising a beer book in locked-down, upside-down New York City proved impossible, sirens filling the air in that scary and uncertain spring of 2020. I hit pause and rethought the purpose of an updated edition. It seemed pointless to tout festivals or beer bars, and encouraging pilgrimages to festivals or beer-driven restaurants seemed like a dated instructional approach. In 2013, good beer was hard to find. Now, convenience stores and gas stations are stocked with IPAs. Better beer is more accessible than ever.
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Brewers at KettleHouse Brewing in Missoula, Montana, prepare to knockout wort into a fermenter and pitch yeast.





I downplayed destinations and decided to give greater play to the people responsible for putting beer in your palm. Head brewers might get heaps of headlines, but they’re just one cog in a connected ecosystem of salespeople, taproom managers, packaging line operators, sensory scientists, illustrators, and other essential professionals. The brewing industry encompasses a wealth of occupations that are giving rise to a diverse new era of beer.


Additionally, I updated the profiles of breweries nailing timeless styles and pushing beer ever forward, creativity matched by consistent quality. Above all, their stories serve as a reminder that beer is people. Behind every great beer is a brewer’s brain spark, a novel approach to manipulating microbes and raw materials into a memorable liquid that maybe, just maybe, makes your day a bit brighter.


That’s enough from me. I'll bet you’re getting pretty thirsty. It’s time to take The Complete Beer Course. Crack the next page. And a beer as well.
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People first drink a beer with their eyes. That’s why I prefer pouring a beer into a glass before taking a sip.





CLASS 1


The Beer Essentials: Understanding and Appreciating the World’s Greatest Beverage


I clearly recall the day when a know-it-all friend revealed the secret inside the energy drink Red Bull, ruining it for me forever.


“It’s an organic acid called taurine, which was discovered in bull bile,” my friend said, pointing at the cylindrical can as if it were weeks-old trash. “That’s why they call it Red Bull.”


“How do they get the bile?” I wondered. I envisioned a farm filled with angry bulls prodded with sharp sticks by brave, if underpaid, employees.


“Taurine is synthetically manufactured,” he explained, sending my flight of fancy crashing back to earth.


Our conversation ended, as did my late-night dance with Red Bull and other 7-Eleven beverages concocted in a science lab and marketed with glitzy graphics. You don’t need a master’s degree to understand beer’s four essential ingredients: hops, grains, yeast, and water, with occasional aid from supporting adjuncts.


In the hands and brains of brewers, those raw materials are transformed into endless flavor profiles. Sour, bitter, sweet, chocolaty, roasty, salty—dream it, brew it, drink it. For brewers, choosing the right blend of aromatic hops, grains, and yeast strains is an art, a series of carefully deliberated selections that ideally, when put through a process that’s remained largely unchanged for centuries, results in a perfectly unique potable. But why do these ingredients cause beers to taste and smell so different? Follow me along brewing’s flavorful path to find out how brewers get from grain to glass.


Going with the Grain


One of the foundation stones of beer is barley, which is transformed into brew-ready malt by taking a bath in hot water. This causes the grain to create the enzymes that transform proteins and starches into fermentable sugars, which yeast will later feast on to create alcohol.
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Chris Lucas, an employee at Admiral Maltings in Alameda, California, takes a break from shoveling dried barley in the grain kiln to the auger for bagging.





With brewing, barley malts typically dominate the grain bill. This is due mainly to an evolutionary advantage: barley contains husks, which keep the mash (the grains steeping in simmering water) loose and permit drainage of the wort—the sugar-rich broth that becomes beer. For flavor, brewers often blend the lead grain barley with a host of supporting fermentable grains, such as rye and wheat.


Malt used to be a commodity product made by massive agricultural entities, everything blended for uniformity. But a fresh crop of locally rooted, small-scale producers is creating malt with character and distinction. “Our membership spans the globe,” says Jesse Bussard, the executive director of the Craft Maltsters Guild. “Craft maltsters are bringing creativity and innovation into malt.”


Riverbend Malt House in Asheville, North Carolina, works with Southern farmers to source heirloom crops, such as Bloody Butcher corn and North Carolina’s Wrens Abruzzi rye, and will create custom malts for breweries. Origin Malt, headquartered in Columbus, Ohio, specializes in malt made from Puffin, an offspring of Britain’s rich and nutty Maris Otter barley. Sugar Creek Malt Company, located northwest of Indianapolis, offers a diverse collection of malts smoked over unusual woods, such as persimmon and olive, as well as herbs like lavender and sage. Admiral Maltings in Alameda, California, turns sustainably grown California grains into malts that, like hops, feature distinct names: Feldblume smells of clover and scones; Maiden Voyage suggests biscuits, honey, and peanut butter; and Yolo Gold Wheat is all about hay and the scent of rising dough. “We want people to know that these unique products are going to have their own flavor profile,” says head maltster Curtis Davenport.


The malthouse is connected to the Rake, a bar and restaurant serving beer made with Admiral Maltings grain. The menu calls out each beer’s malt, helping connect the grain to what’s in the glass. “People can look on the malt floor and see the barley, Davenport says. “Then they can drink a beer and realize that all the variation in color and mouthfeel comes from how we’re transforming raw grain into a really dynamic product.”
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Vials of various grains used to brew beer at Admiral Maltings in Alameda, California.





Barley


There’s no global system for classifying the hundreds of varieties of barley, but they can be condensed into several broad categories.


BASE MALTS: These compose the bulk of the grain bill in a beer recipe. Typically lighter in color, these workhorse malts provide the majority of the proteins, fermentable sugars, and minerals required to create beer.


SPECIALTY MALTS: These auxiliary grains are great for increasing body, improving head retention, and adding color, aroma, and flavor, such as coffee, chocolate, biscuit, and caramel. Specialty grains are blended to achieve unique flavor profiles and characteristics. Popular varieties include the following:


• Crystal (or caramel) malts, specially stewed to create crystalline sugar structures within the grain’s hull, add sweetness to beer.


• Roasted malts are kilned or roasted at high temperatures to impart certain flavor characteristics. Coffee beans undergo a similar transformation.


• Dark malts are highly roasted to achieve the robust flavors associated with stouts, schwarzbiers, and black IPAs.


UNMALTED BARLEY: This imparts a rich, grainy character to beer, a key characteristic of styles such as dry stout. Unmalted barley helps head retention, but it will make a beer hazier than Los Angeles smog.


Other Commonly Used Brewing Grains


CORN: When used in beer, corn provides a smooth, somewhat neutral sweetness. It is utilized to lighten a beer’s body, decrease haziness, and stabilize flavor.


OATS: Used in conjunction with barley, oats create a creamy, full-bodied brew that’s as smooth as satin. Stouts are a natural fit, and oats are an essential ingredient in many hazy IPAs.


RICE: As a beer ingredient, rice imparts little or no discernible taste. Instead, the grain helps create snappy flavors and a dry profile as well as lighten a beer’s body.


RYE: Working in conjunction with barley, rye can sharpen flavors and add complexity, crispness, and subtle spiciness as well as dry out a beer. The grain also can be kilned to create a chocolate or caramel flavor. Its shortcoming: since rye is hull-less, using large percentages of the grain during brewing can cause it to clump up and essentially turn to concrete.


SORGHUM: Sorghum is a grass indigenous to Africa, not a grain, and it’s a gluten-free alternative to barley and other grains. It’s often used in creating gluten-free beer, sometimes adding a sour edge. Most breweries use prepared sorghum syrup, which is highly concentrated wort.


WHEAT: Packed with proteins, this grain helps create a fuller body and mouthfeel and a foamy head as thick and lasting as Cool Whip. A large proportion of wheat can result in a smooth, hazy brew such as a hefeweizen or a witbier. Wheat can impart a slight tartness.


No Grain, No Problem: Gluten-Free Beer


Beer can brighten the corners of daily life, but to the nearly 3 million Americans with celiac disease, a serious autoimmune disorder, beer bottles and cans might as well be wrapped in yellow caution tape. Why, you ask? For them, ingesting gluten, a mix of proteins present in cereal grains, including rye, wheat, spelt, and barley, inflames and damages the small intestine and prompts knee-buckling stomach pain, cramping, and other digestive disorders.


As celiac disease becomes more visible and health-
conscious consumers restrict gluten from their diets, brewers are rising to meet the demand for gluten-free brews as flavorful and inventive as anything found in the craft beer aisle. Accomplishing that is not as effortless as omitting barley or wheat from a brew kettle, which would be like building a table without legs.


Fifteen years ago, the term tasty gluten-free beer was mainly an oxymoron. Breweries aimed for the middle ground to reach the widest swath of consumers, resulting in drinkable if middle-of-the-road products such as Anheuser-Busch InBev’s sorghum-based Redbridge. Sure, it approximates beer, but for drinkers accustomed to vibrant craft beer, merely having a serviceable alternative is not enough.


That -free meant something was missing—not only grains but often flavor. Substituting barley malt, the bedrock of beer, with alternative fermentable sugars frequently resulted in bland replicas, like hamburgers hewn from beets, quinoa, and black beans. “I know people who’d buy them and just cry while drinking them,” says James Neumeister, the founder of gluten-free Ground Breaker Brewing, in Portland, Oregon. “It wasn’t replacing Deschutes Black Butte Porter or Sierra Nevada Pale Ale.”


Today, a small but growing band of brewers and malt companies are reclaiming the -free suffix. It’s no longer what the beers are missing, but how they’re filling in the blanks with delicious, diverse ingredients. Seattle’s Ghostfish Brewing Company spins brown rice, tapioca derivatives, and citrus into the bright and bitter Grapefruit IPA, while Departed Soles, in Jersey City, uses green tea and native honey in its New Jersey Ninja blonde ale, built from buckwheat, oats, malted rice, and millet. In Tulsa, Oklahoma, NEFF Brewing makes hazy double IPAs and imperial stouts that pass the ultimate test. “We have people who come in and don’t even realize we’re a gluten-free brewery,” says NEFF Brewing CEO and head brewer Jonathan Neff. “It doesn’t have to be ‘That’s good for a gluten-free beer.’ We want people to say, ‘Oh, that’s just a really good beer.’”
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Karen Hertz is the founder of Holidaily Brewing, a gluten-free brewery in Golden, Colorado.





American gluten-free brewing took an upward turn thanks to Twila Soles. While attending graduate school in the late 2000s at Colorado State University, studying food science and safety, she met a classmate who had celiac disease. What ingredients could create a great gluten-free beer for her friend? Research led her to millet, a seed grass often used for birdfeed. But what’s good for birds is great for beer.


Millet can be kilned to various degrees of roasted intensity, the lightly sweet and nutty grain fit for golden pale ales and black-tar stouts alike. She started test-malting millet, later discussing her experiments in an online homebrewing forum frequented by gluten-free brewers. “From the get-go they said, ‘We don’t really want to malt ourselves. How about you sell us some malt?’ ” she recalls. “Fortunately, for me and for them, I really fell in love with the process of malting.”


In 2013, Soles turned a 1920s grain elevator in Wellington, Colorado, into Grouse Malt House. The company works closely with Colorado farmers—who grow the majority of America’s millet—to ensure their grains, which also include corn, buckwheat, oats, and quinoa, remain contaminant-free from field to malting. “We place a lot of importance on the education of our farmers so that we’re confident our products have gluten-free integrity,” she says.




WASTE NOT


The brewing process creates vast amounts of spent grain. Instead of sending it to a landfill, breweries have begun exploring alternative uses for excess grain. Many breweries give it to farmers for animal feed, and bakers are also recipients of the used grain: it can make great bread or pizza dough as well as dog biscuits.





Grouse’s raw materials help fledgling gluten-free breweries like Holidaily Brewing Company in Golden, Colorado, take flight. In her early 30s, founder Karen Hertz survived a fight with thyroid cancer and melanoma, adopting a doctor-ordered gluten-free diet. Bye-bye, traditional beer. This might not bother most people, who’d turn to cider or wine, but at the time, Hertz worked for MillerCoors. She was also big into sports, and a cold one is key to socializing. “Beer can be tied to occasions in people’s social lives,” she says. “I wanted to create a beer for people who haven’t been able to have one.”


Hertz launched Holidaily in 2016, outfitting the facility with customized brewing equipment suited to Grouse’s millet. “The physical size of the grain is smaller than barley and doesn’t work well in a traditional brewing system,” explains Hertz, whose beers veer from the easygoing Favorite Blonde to the witbier-
inspired Buckwit Belgian, which swaps buckwheat for wheat.


Standard styles may bore beer geeks, but they’re not always the intended audience. “Many of our consumers have either never had our beer, or they haven’t had beer for a long time,” she says. There’s no need to plant a flag in undiscovered flavor territory: the industry offers a road map of trends that have gained traction. Consider pumpkin beer, which might seem as passé as an AOL account. One year, Holidaily sold out of its pumpkin beer release in just 24 hours. “The gluten-free beer market is kind of like the craft beer market ten or fifteen years ago,” Hertz says. “Our ultimate consumers, we’re bringing them back to craft beer.”




HOW BREWERIES ARE CREATING A DISTINCT TASTE OF PLACE


The term terroir describes the unique characteristics that soil and climate give agricultural products. The phrase has been used traditionally in reference to coffee, tea, and especially wine. But brewers can lay claim to the term, using locally sourced barley (or even planting their own fields), inoculating beers with native yeasts, flavoring beers with locally harvested fruits and vegetables, and using hops that were grown specifically for or by a brewery.


Approaches vary to creating singular beer. Some breweries run their own farming operations. Virginia’s Wheatland Spring, for example, grows its own barley and wheat and also harvests yeast from its fertile fields. Scratch Brewing Company in southern Illinois forages for the tree branches, bark, sassafras leaves, and herbs used in beers that celebrate the region, supplemented by bounty from its rural gardens.


Mad Fritz, located in California’s Napa Valley, makes what cofounder and brewmaster Nile Zacherle calls “farm to foam” beer. The brewery (named after his kids, Madeline and Fritz) often sources ingredients from a specific county, such as Sonoma. “I consider what we do almost going back in time,” says Zacherle, who malts his barley and dries hops in his 
custom-configured kiln.


However, this is the exception to the rule. Most often, terroir in beer expresses itself in brewers incorporating ingredients that speak specifically of the region. For example, in the Northeast you’ll see beers made with maple syrup. Spruce tips are popular in Alaskan ales. Sweet potatoes, satsumas, and peaches often appear in southern craft beers. Where I went to college in southeastern Ohio, many brewers play around with pawpaw, America’s largest tree fruit, which tastes like a creamy trip to the tropics.
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Wheatland Spring in Waterford, Virginia, grows many of the grains used in its beers.








Flower Power: Hops


Hops are the female flowers—aka cones—of Humulus lupulus, a creeping bine. (Instead of using tendrils or suckers, a bine climbs by wrapping itself around a support.) Hops are a brewer’s Swiss Army knife: they flavor beers, provide bitterness, and enhance a beer’s head retention, plus their preservative powers keep away unwanted contagions. Hop resins possess two primary acids—alpha and beta. Beta acids aren’t bitter and are part of the oxidation process. Alpha acids serve as a preservative and contribute bitterness early in the boil, flavor later in the boil, and aroma in the last minutes of a boil.


During the Northern Hemisphere’s hop harvest season in late August and early September (and around March in the Southern Hemisphere), the moist and sticky flowers typically travel straight from field to kiln, where they’re dried to prevent spoilage. That’s done because hops are like cut grass: initially, the smell is superb, but the flowers rapidly go rotten.


Hop-Growing Regions


By weight, one of the top hop-producing countries is Germany, where the first documented cultivation of hops was in the year 736 in what was known then as the Hallertau region. During the late nineteenth century, New York State was America’s hoppy epicenter, growing up to 90 percent of the nation’s supply. However, diseases such as powdery and downy mildew, followed by industrialization and Prohibition, effectively killed that part of the agricultural industry. Slowly and steadily, farmers are revitalizing hop growing in New York, Michigan, and other northern states, but Oregon, Washington, and Idaho still grow the majority of America’s hop crop.


The industry took root in the Pacific Northwest in the 1850s, and within 50 years the region was leading the nation in producing beer’s crucial bittering agent. The farms survived Prohibition primarily by exporting hops overseas, and when that national scourge was eradicated in 1933, hop acreage quickly expanded. Today, Washington’s Yakima Valley accounts for about 75 percent of domestic hop production.


Internationally, other crucial hop-growing countries include New Zealand, where a lack of natural pests and no known hop diseases means Kiwi hops are largely pesticide-free, and the United Kingdom, which is recognized for its fruity, earthy hops. The Czech Republic and, of course, Germany are famed for their noble hops, delicate European varieties that offer intense aromas paired with dialed-back bitterness. The four classic varieties—Hallertau, Tettnanger, Spalt, and Saaz—are named after the German and Czech regions or cities where they originally were grown.


Hops are the brewing industry’s most dynamic ingredient, driving the fortunes of today’s IPAs and taking top billing on cans. Each year, researchers and farmers around the world are planting and testing promising new varieties, forever steering beer toward new destinations of aroma and flavor.


Special Little Flowers


Each hop variety is unique, with its own distinctive gifts to bestow upon beer. Some are better suited to providing astringent bitterness, whereas others are utilized for their aromas of tangerines, papayas, or perhaps pine. There are two main categories of hops:


Aroma: These hops add bouquet and flavor, not bitterness. To prevent their delicate, fragrant essential oils from evaporating, they’re added on the back end of the boil.


Bittering: These hops add bitterness, not aroma. They are higher in alpha acids. To maximize the bitterness, they’re added earlier in the boil, which causes the hops’ delicate essential oils to evaporate.


Like a switch-hitter in baseball, some do-it-all hops 
provide flavor, aroma, and bitterness. These are known as dual-purpose hops.




WEEDING OUT THE TRUTH


When it comes to beer, my wife’s taste buds veer toward the dank side. “I like beers that smell like marijuana,” she explains, thumbing her nose at pilsners and stouts. Instead of seeking out beers made with cannabis, she turns to dank, pungent West Coast and double IPAs. That’s because, genetically speaking, hops and cannabis are both members of the Cannabaceae family. Just don’t go sparking a hop spliff: hops contain zero THC, the main psychoactive compound responsible for getting you high.


Breweries are increasingly creating crossovers between cannabis and beer. Ceria, Lagunitas, and Shipyard are among the breweries making THC-infused nonalcoholic beers, seltzers, and other beverages that deliver a different kind of buzz. The federal government forbids combining alcohol with the psychoactive compound.






KNOW YOUR HOPS


Here are some of the most popular hop varieties populating beer, their flavor characteristics, and their primary uses in the brewing process.


Ahtanum


This variety is fairly grapefruit-y and floral, alongside notes of pine and earth. Its bitterness is relatively low.


USE: aroma


Amarillo


Amarillo is semisweet and super citrusy, verging on orange. Consider it Cascade (see below) on steroids.


USE: aroma


Apollo


This potent variety contributes notes of resin, spice, and citrus—mainly orange.


USE: bittering


Barbe Rouge


The scent of strawberries and bubble gum sets apart this new French variety.


USE: aroma


Bravo


Bravo presents an earthy and herbal, lightly spicy aroma suited to brash IPAs.


USE: bittering


Brewer’s Gold


This is a complex, pungent variety with a spicy aroma and flavor as well as a fruity current of black currant.


USE: bittering


BRU-1


Pineapple is a signature scent of this hop developed in Washington.


USE: aroma


Calypso


This variety’s fruity aroma recalls pears and apples.


USE: aroma, bittering


Cascade


Popular in American pale ales and IPAs, this floral hop smells strongly of citrus, sometimes grapefruit.


USE: aroma, bittering


Cashmere


Washington State University’s hop-breeding program released this public variety in 2013. Look for lemon, lime, peaches, and lemongrass, plus a soft bitterness.


USE: aroma, bittering


Centennial


This variety offers over-the-top citrus flavor and aroma with a relatively restrained floral nose.


USE: aroma, bittering


Challenger


The robust aroma offers a polished, spicy profile that can verge on fruity; the bitterness is clean and present.


USE: aroma, bittering


Chinook


Chinook provides an herbal, earthy, smoky, piney character with some citrus thrown in for fun.


USE: aroma, bittering


Citra


This variety provides a heavy tropical aroma of lychee, mango, papaya, and pineapple—a full-on 
fruit attack.


USE: aroma


Cluster


A pure, gently floral bitterness makes it suited to a wide variety of beer styles.


USE: aroma, bittering


Columbus (also known by the trade name Tomahawk)


This variety is earthy and mildly spicy with subtle flavors of citrus; it’s very similar to Zeus hops.


USE: aroma, bittering


Comet


The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) released this variety in 1974, and brewers used Comet chiefly for bittering. Modern brewers have started using Comet for its aromatic contributions of grapefruit and grass.


USE: aroma, bittering


Contessa


Cultivated in the United States, this hop—a cross between Cascade (see above) and Fuggle (see below)—delivers a delicate bitterness and flavors of pear, lemongrass, and green tea. Reminiscent of noble hops, Contessa is ideal for lagers.


USE: aroma, bittering


Crystal


This one is floral and spicy, somewhat reminiscent of cinnamon and black pepper.


Use: aroma


Delta


The bouquet is a blend of fruit, earth, and grass—flavor-wise, subdued citrus with an herbal edge.


USE: aroma


Ekuanot


Released in 2014 as Equinox, this multifaceted cultivar mixes lime and papaya with some grounding green pepper.


USE: aroma, bittering


El Dorado


Released in fall 2010, this new variety presents a perfume of pears, watermelon Jolly Ranchers, and tropical fruit.


USE: aroma, bittering


Falconer’s Flight


The floral proprietary blend provides plenty of grapefruit, lemon, citrus, and tropical fruit; it’s perfect for IPAs.


USE: aroma, bittering


Fuggle


Traditionally used in English-style ales, this hop is earthy, fruity, and vegetal.


USE:  aroma, bittering


Galaxy


This Australian cultivar stands apart with its profile of citrus crossed with passion fruit.


USE: flavor, aroma


Galena


This hop provides clean, pungent bitterness that plays well with other hop varieties. There is also a Super Galena variant.


Use: bittering


Glacier


Glacier is a mellow hop with an agreeable fragrance that flits between gentle citrus and earth.


Use: aroma


Goldings


This traditional English hop’s flavor is smooth and somewhat sweet; it’s called East Kent if grown in that region.


USE: aroma, bittering


Hallertauer


Hallertauer presents a mild, agreeable perfume that’s floral and earthy with a spicy, fruity component. One of Germany’s famed noble hops. Hallertauer encompasses several varieties; the term Hallertau often signifies hops grown in America.


USE: aroma


Hersbrucker


A noble hop, its pleasant, refreshing scent offers hints of grass and hay.


USE: aroma


Horizon


This hop offers a tidy, uncluttered profile that’s equal parts citric and floral; its bitterness is smooth, not abrasive.


USE: aroma, bittering


Hüll Melon


This recently developed German hop delivers scents of strawberries and honeydew melon.


USE: aroma


Liberty


Liberty presents a mild, dignified aroma of herbs and earth.


USE: aroma


Loral


This American-bred variety, formerly called HBC 291, offers the floral, herbal punch commonly found in European noble hops.


USE: aroma


Lotus


This unique variety recalls an orange Creamsicle; in addition to vanilla, you might smell candied grapes as well.


USE: aroma


Magnum


The acutely spicy aroma recalls black pepper and perhaps nutmeg; there’s a touch of citrus too.


USE: bittering


Mandarina Bavaria


Tangerines and mandarin oranges define this sweetly citrusy German hop.


USE: aroma


Mosaic


Released in 2012, this American hop has a spicy, tropical scent with an earthy edge and a hint of citrus as well.


USE: aroma


Motueka


This lively, Saaz-like New Zealand variety is loaded with lemon, lime, and tropical fruit.


USE: aroma, bittering


Mt. Hood


Earthy and fresh, this hop offers a restrained spicy nose that evokes noble hops.


Use: aroma


Mt. Rainier


This hop’s nose pulls a neat trick: black licorice cut with a kiss of citrus.


Use: aroma, bittering


Nectaron


After more than 17 years of development, this New Zealand hop went commercial in 2020; it’s a peach-filled party attended by pineapple, passion fruit, and grapefruit.


USE: aroma


Nelson Sauvin


Partly named after the Sauvignon Blanc grape, New Zealand’s Nelson is bright, juicy, and packed with the flavor of passion fruit.


USE: aroma, bittering


Northern Brewer


This multipurpose hop’s fragrant aroma leans toward earthy, woody, and rustic. Maybe some mint too.


USE: aroma, bittering


Nugget


This way-bitter hop has a heavy herbal bouquet.


USE: bittering


Pacific Gem


This is a woody hop that provides a brisk, clean bitterness and subtle notes 
of blackberry.


USE: bittering


Palisade


Expect a lovely grassy, floral scent with a hint of apricot.


USE: aroma


Perle


This all-purpose variety has a clean, green bitterness verging on mint; it’s somewhat spicy and floral as well.


USE: aroma, bittering


Pride of Ringwood


Used in many Australian beers, this hop presents a forthright earthy, herbal, woody scent.


USE: bittering


Riwaka


This New Zealand gem smells strongly of grapefruit.


USE: aroma


Saaz


This noble hop has a distinctly clean, cinnamon-spicy bouquet and is typically used in pilsners.


USE: aroma


Sabro


Released commercially in 2018, Sabro—shorthand for sabroso, Spanish for “tasty” or “delicious”—contributes coconut-like notes, not unlike a creamy piña colada.


USE: aroma


Santiam


Its herbal, floral perfume is reminiscent of a noble hop.


USE: aroma


Simcoe


Pine, wood, and citrus drive this hop’s profile.


USE: aroma, bittering


Sorachi Ace


This Japan-bred hop has a strong lemony aroma; it can also taste buttery.


USE: aroma


Southern Passion


This South African hop offers bright aromas of passion fruit, tangerine, and black currant.


USE: aroma


Spalt


A spicy and delicate scent defines this German noble hop.


Use: aroma


Sterling


An alternative to European hops, this has a spicy, sophisticated scent and assertive flavor.


USE: aroma, bittering


Strata


“Passion fruit meets pot” is the common descriptor for this hop developed at Oregon State University in Corvallis and the hop merchant Indie Hops; it was released commercially in 2018.


USE: aroma


Styrian Goldings


This Slovenian Fuggles variant (see above) has a sweet, resinous, pleasingly spicy aroma with a little floral edge.


USE: aroma, bittering


Sultana


In 2019, experimental variety #06277 was renamed Sultana for its powerful aroma of ripe pineapples and citrus. Some brewers nickname it Nuggetzilla.


USE: aroma


Summit


Summit presents an up-front perfume of orange and tangerine.


USE: bittering


Talus


Pacific Northwest pine trees, grapefruit rinds, and roses define this new American variety released commercially in 2020.


USE: aroma


Target


This hop has an intense grassy, herbal, mineral-like character and a floral scent more indebted to Britain than to the West Coast.


USE: bittering


Teamaker


Originally developed for its antimicrobial properties, this hop variety provides green tea–like aromas and no bitterness.


Use: aroma


Tettnanger


This noble hop has a full, rich flavor mixed with a spicy, flowery nose that verges on herbal.


Use: aroma


Topaz


Topaz contributes an earthy character and a fruitiness that recalls lychee.


Use: aroma, bittering


Warrior


This hop offers a clean, smooth bitterness that works in hop-forward ales.


Use: aroma, bittering


Willamette


The aroma is decidedly herbal, earthy, and woody, with a little floral fruitiness to boot.


Use: aroma


Zappa


This hop variant (Humulus lupulus var. neomexicanus) is indigenous to New Mexico and has the sugary, grape-like profile of purple Skittles.


USE: aroma


Zythos


Its name derived from the Greek word for beer, this blended hop pops with pineapple, citrus, and pine. It’s ideal for pale ales and IPAs.


USE: aroma



THE BREWING PROCESS


 1. MILLING: The barley malt is run through a mill, which converts it into crushed grain known as grist.


 2. MASHING: In a vat called a mash tun, the grist is cooked in hot water to convert its starches into fermentable sugars.


 3. LAUTERING: In a lauter tun (a vessel that allows liquids to flow through the false bottom), the solid grains are separated from the sugary broth, which is called wort. Next, hot water is trickled through the grain to extract the remaining sugars, a process called sparging.


 4. BOILING: The wort is transferred to a boil kettle, where it’s simmered and hops are added at different stages to impart both bitterness and aroma.


 5. WHIRLPOOL: During this phase, the hopped wort is spun in a whirlpool. This removes spent hops and coagulated proteins.


 6. WORT COOLING: Before the yeast can be added, the wort must be chilled to the appropriate fermentation temperature. To accomplish that, the wort is run through a heat exchanger.


 7. FERMENTING: The wort is transferred to fermentation tanks, and yeast is then added. The sugary liquid begins its transformation into beer.


8. CONDITIONING: After the yeast has ceased gorging on sugar, fermentation slows down and the yeasts start descending to the bottom of the fermentation tank. To encourage this settling, the beer is cooled to near freezing and then transferred to a conditioning, or bright, tank for flavor maturation, continued clarification, and/or carbonation. (Some breweries only chill beers in the conditioning tank.)


9. FILTERING AND PACKAGING: For a final polish, some beers are filtered for optimum clarity. Others are sent directly to cans, bottles, and kegs, ready for your consumption.
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Yeast of Eden


A beer’s flavor, aroma, mouthfeel, and finish are the result of a complex stew of hops, grains, yeast, and even the water used—its properties and mineral content play a significant role in brewing. Of those four ingredients, yeast steers the oxcart of aroma and flavor. Yeast is a beer’s beating heart. It’s why a hefeweizen recalls cloves or bananas and why some sour beers’ flavors are more in line with stinky cheese.


There are two families of yeast. Ale yeasts favor warmer temperatures, reclining at the top of a fermentation tank and creating flavors and aromas that are slightly estery—that is, fruity. Ales encompass a colossal range of styles, ranging from golden IPAs to dark-as-night stouts, and are often sweeter and fuller-bodied than the second main family, lagers. Like polar bears, bottom-fermenting lager yeasts prefer cooler temperatures. Lagers are typically crisp, delicate, and as refreshing as swimming in a pool on a hot summer day.


Yeast is introduced to the wort after it has been cooled to the appropriate temperature; each yeast strain grows best in a different temperature range. Wort that is too hot can kill or stress yeast, resulting in unwanted flavors. Wort that is too cold can make yeast sluggish, increasing the fermentation time and potentially allowing unwelcome bacteria to infiltrate the liquid. (For centuries, Belgium’s Senne river valley has specialized in spontaneously fermented brews known as lambics. After the wort has cooled, the brewery allows wild yeasts to settle naturally in the beer. See page 87 for more on lambics.)


Following the end of fermentation, many breweries harvest a beer’s yeast, store it, and repitch it in a new batch of beer. According to the yeast supplier Wyeast Laboratories, breweries can safely reuse the same batch of yeast 7 to 10 times before it must be discarded. (Over time, the yeast can mutate or become contaminated.)


Finally, although lagers are synonymous with Germany and the Czech Republic, researchers recently discovered that the yeast strain actually hails from Patagonia in South America. The yeast might’ve hitched a ride on an oceangoing vessel, over time finding its way to Bavaria. There it fused with the top-fermenting Saccharomyces cerevisiae yeast, creating the S. uvarum strain and paving a path for the future proliferation of lager. Fun science fact: researchers at the University of Florence discovered that during the winter, S. cerevisiae finds a safe, warm refuge in the guts of wasps.




WITHOUT YEAST, YOU’RE NOTHING


In 1949 in New York City, a strike shuttered breweries for 81 days. One of the many casualties was the yeast strain of Brooklyn’s popular Trommer’s Evergreen Brewery. When production restarted, the brewers were forced to introduce a new strain. The beer tasted drastically different, its popularity plummeted, and by 1951 the brewery had been sold.





Fermentation


Fermentation is the primary reason people text their exes and eat Taco Bell at 2 a.m.


Scientifically speaking, however, fermentation is the process in which yeasts convert sugars into carbon dioxide and alcohol. Historically, alcohol has played a crucial role in ensuring that Western civilization did not drop dead of cholera, dysentery, and other devastating waterborne diseases. These days in the United States, we can turn on a tap and reasonably expect that the gushing water will not contain killer microbes. Until recent times, however, water might be contaminated or dangerous to drink. Not so beer. During its production, water is boiled, assassinating many lurking microbes. Then alcohol performs its antiseptic duties, keeping wicked pathogens from setting up camp in beer and making it safe to drink—in moderation, mind you.


Beer’s fermentation time typically is measured in weeks and can be broken down by families of beer. Ales typically take 10 to 14 days to ferment, whereas lagers might take up to six weeks, hence their name: lagern means “to store” in German. (Before the advent of refrigeration, lagers were fermented underground in caves or stone cellars.) Spontaneously fermented and mixed-fermentation beers do not follow such rigid timelines. The wild yeast and souring bacteria could take years to fully develop the desired flavors.


Lastly, attenuation measures the percentage of the wort’s sugars that the yeast consumes, usually 65 to 85 percent. A lower percentage results in a maltier, fuller-bodied beer, whereas a higher percentage creates a drier beer with dialed-down sweetness.


Alcohol


A beer’s degree of alcohol intensity is measured by its percentage of alcohol by volume, or ABV, which signifies the proportion of the total volume of liquid that is alcohol.


Calculating ABV requires a hydrometer. By using flotation, it measures the difference in gravity—that is, density—between unadulterated water and water containing dissolved sugar. At 60°F, the hydrometer is calibrated to measure 1.000 in pure water; a denser liquid results in a higher reading. After boiling the grains and creating wort, brewers cool the sugar-filled broth and take an initial measurement of what’s known as original gravity. Next, the yeasts are unleashed in the beer and attack the sugary buffet as ravenously as a pack of starving high schoolers, creating carbon dioxide (CO2) and alcohol.


When fermentation is finished, the now-alcoholic beer is measured with a hydrometer again. The final gravity, as the number is known, is subtracted from the original gravity and multiplied by 131. The result is the ABV. Though ABV is the standard brewing measurement, some brewers still use alcohol by weight (ABW). Don’t let this flummox you. Here’s a quick way to convert ABW to ABV: multiply it by 1.25. Alcohol is about 80 percent the weight of water, making a 6% ABV beer about 4.8% ABW.




TYPICAL ALCOHOL BY VOLUME OF SELECTED BEER STYLES


Lagers and pilsners: 4% to 5.5%


Hefeweizens: 4% to 6%


Witbiers: 4% to 6%


Pale ales: 4% to 6%


Porters and stouts: 4% to 7%


American IPAs: 5.5% to 7.5%


Double/imperial IPAs: 7.5% to 10%


Triple IPAs: 10% to 12%


Imperial stouts: 8% to 12%


Barley wines: 8% to 15%





ABV and Flavor


Generally, a higher alcohol level signifies a sweeter and more full-bodied taste. That’s because the more malts that are used, the more sugars are available for yeast to eat, leading to more alcohol. To balance out the sweet surplus, brewers turn to bitter hops.


That doesn’t mean that low-strength beers lack flavor. Brewers use yeast strains, hops, and specialty grains and characterful malts to concoct flavorful beers in the shallow end of the alcohol pool, including lagers, saisons, dry stouts, and British milds and bitters. They’re loosely called session beers, since you can have several of them in a drinking session without sliding off your stool. “Craft beer enhances our time together; session beer extends it,” says Chris Lohring, the founder of Notch Brewing in Salem, Massachusetts. “Who doesn’t want to extend the good times?”


In the United Kingdom, session beers such as the mild typically tip the scales at less than 4% ABV; low alcohol levels are a by-product of convivial pub culture and tariffs, in which beers are taxed according to alcohol level. In the United States, breweries typically market beers between 4% and 5% ABV as session beers, which is a little higher than I’d like.


As I always tell people, it’s easy to get tipsy. Keeping your wits while drinking beer is more impressive. Some breweries are exploring the lower depths of the alcohol spectrum with beers that hover around 2% to 3% ABV and delivering loads of flavor without the boozy wallop. “I like to have volume, but I don’t want the effects of it all the time,” says Lohring. “Low-alcohol beer can feed that desire to have a little more moderation.” From the start, Lohring flew counter to the prevailing trends by specializing in Czech pilsners, Belgian saisons, German lagers, and other continental beers that sat somewhere just north or south of 4% ABV. “As a brewery, we’re very aware that people think that session beers are watered down. They’re not. These beers are built from the ground up.” Notch’s Here Comes a Regular series of beers limbo even lower, settling around 2.5% ABV. “I personally wanted a beer I could drink by the liter but have half the alcohol content,” he says.


Nonalcoholic beer has long been popular in Europe, but it’s also making tasty strides in North America. Twenty years ago, the category was filled with blah riffs on industrial lagers that lacked both alcohol and flavor. Now breweries such as Athletic, Surreal, and Partake are brewing nonalcoholic IPAs, stouts, and sour ales that are flavorful facsimiles of the boozy stuff. (The federal government classifies nonalcoholic beers as containing less than 0.5% ABV.)


Moreover, large breweries such as Untitled Art, Brooklyn Brewery, and Lagunitas have entered the alcohol-free category, providing great options if you’re looking to cut back or eliminate alcohol intake. Great-tasting nonalcoholic beers are staples at well-stocked stores, or you order a couple six-packs delivered to your doorstep; unlike standard-strength beer, breweries can legally ship nonalcoholic beer across state lines to most anywhere in the country. When it comes to nonalcoholic beer nowadays, nothing finally means something.
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Athletic Brewing Company is one of a growing number of breweries in North America producing nonalcoholic beer.





Carbonation


Effervescence is a critical component of every beer. Bubbles affect mouthfeel and the perception of bitterness as well as the formation of the beer’s foamy head. Although some beer drinkers consider the head wasted space, a foamy cap—caused by CO2 rising to the surface—captures many of a beer’s volatile compounds, offering a more appealing aroma.


There are two main techniques to carbonate beer. The first is forced carbonation. Beer is filtered to remove yeast, resulting in a clearer, more consistent, shelf-stable product that will not evolve; it’s effectively dead. Because the technique eliminates carbonation, the beer is chilled to serving temperature and introduced to compressed CO2 which is absorbed into the beer via osmosis. Et voilà! Bubbles. (Most draft beer is force-carbonated.)


Second, there is bottle conditioning, which keeps yeast in beer. The liquid is sealed in a bottle or can alongside an addition of sugar or wort and perhaps extra yeast. (Brewers sometimes filter beer for clarity and then add a new yeast dose.) The microorganisms munch the sugar, creating natural carbonation as a by-product; the ABV is not radically altered. It can take several weeks for beer to reach optimal effervescence, and so this is not an option for brewers rushing to meet a production schedule. You can identify a bottle-conditioned beer by the layer of sediment at the bottom of the bottle. That’s normal. If you’re curious, swirl your beer to incorporate the yeast and then take a sip.


Alternatively, if you pour an unpasteurized and unfiltered beer into a firkin—a wood, plastic, or, more often, metal keg that holds 10.8 gallons, also called a cask—the live yeasts develop a gentle natural carbonation, creating what is known as cask ale. Because firkins aren’t pressurized, hand-pumped “beer engines” or gravity dispenses the beer. Cask ale is best savored at 55 degrees Fahrenheit, a moderate temperature that accentuates the nuanced flavors, softer mouthfeel, and fragrant aromas. The beer is alive, developing and changing flavor every day, even after it has been tapped. Long a tradition in Britain, cask ale is often found at better American alehouses and at brewery taprooms.


Guinness, too, is a bar stalwart. Its staying power is due largely to its luscious, creamy head and mouthfeel. This is achieved via nitrogenation, in which the beer is carbonated with a 70/30 mixture of nitrogen and carbon dioxide. When it’s dispensed on draft, a similar blend of “beer gas” is used to push the beer from the keg and through a special tap outfitted with a small disc called a restrictor plate. This slows the flow of beer, channeling it through small holes and a narrow nozzle. The dissolved nitrogen cascades down the side of the glass and then bubbles up through the center. Nitrogen has smaller bubbles than carbon dioxide, resulting in the trademark pillowy foam. Besides stouts, breweries might package nitrogenated cream ales, fruited wheat beers, and even sour ales, bringing the tiny bubbles to a broader audience.


Pack It Up, Pack It In


Beer packaging used to be simple: cheap lagers were sold in aluminum cans, and craft beers and imports were put in 12-ounce glass bottles. No longer. Today’s beers are sold in an array of glass and aluminum packages, each with its own distinct merits. To ensure freshness, opt for beers that are stored in coolers and out of sunlight, and check the can or bottle for the packaging date. And trust the date too. Breweries run rigorous tests to ensure that a beer’s aromatic profile and flavor is within their tight parameters.


ALUMINUM CANS: These easily crushable containers have long been derided for the tinny taste they impart. That’s been eliminated by a water-based polymer lining that prevents beer from coming into contact with the aluminum. In addition, cans are easily recyclable, are able to travel where bottles can’t tread (backpacking, the lake, the beach, stadiums, et cetera), and keep light from striking beer, ensuring a fresher and more flavorful product. Craft brewers regularly use 16-ounce cans, putting a pint in your palm, and single-serving 19.2-ounce cans are an increasingly popular option at gas stations and convenience stores. Some breweries even put imperial stouts and other high-strength beers in 8-ounce cans, an ideal serving size for a single person. Yes, there are trace amounts of bisphenol A (BPA) in a can’s epoxy-resin lining, but you’d need to drink more than 450 cans of beer to exceed the daily recommended dose, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). I doubt you’re that thirsty.
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Beer cans today are an aluminum canvas for storytelling 
and artistic expression.





BOTTLES: When craft brewing took off in America, brewers turned to brown bottles, in part to distinguish their products from green-bottled foreign imports (Heineken, Grolsch) and mass-market lagers. However, the packaging is not perfect. The breakable bottles’ caps are not always sealed properly, letting carbonation and beer leak out. Plus, whether the glass is brown, green, or clear, every bottle lets in ultraviolet (UV) light, which can cause beer to smell skunky. That’s a result of the presence of hops, which, when boiled, release isohumulones. When light strikes these acids, they create chemical compounds that are also found in skunks’ spray.




• 12-ounce bottle (355 ml): This is the standard bottle size in the United States and what’s commonly found in a six-pack. Bottles with an elongated neck are colloquially called a longneck. In Europe, the standard bottle is 11.2 ounces, or 330 ml. Many beers are also sold in 500 ml (16.9-ounce) bottles.


• 22-ounce bottle (650 ml): Also called bombers, these large-format bottles often contain higher-alcohol beers that are best shared with a friend or two. The format has fallen out of fashion.


• 750 ml bottle (25.4 ounces): Presenting a dinner table–worthy appearance, these wine-size bottles typically are sealed with a Champagne cork and a wire cage. The format often is used for stronger or more effervescent brews, such as a barrel-aged sour ale or Belgian Trappist or abbey-style beers.





GROWLERS: Used to be that if you wanted a pint of fresh draft beer, you had to sidle up to a bar. Now beer shops, breweries, restaurants, and bars sell draft beer by the growler. It’s a reusable 64-ounce glass jug—often decorated with the logo of a brewery, brewpub, or beer shop—that can retain the carbonation of fresh draft beer for up to a week (after opening, about 24 hours). Containing four pints, the glass jug is the perfect size for sharing with fellow beer fans. When your growler is empty, do not let it marinate with the dregs of the beer. As soon as possible, rinse out the jug with hot water and turn it upside down to dry. (Skip the soap, especially the scented stuff—it might linger and impact your next beer fill.) A moldy growler is a major no-no. If that happens, just add a few drops of bleach, fill the jug with warm water, and give it a serious swirl. Then rinse, rinse, rinse.




BARREL OF FUN


The standard measurement for brewery production is the barrel. A barrel is equal to 31 gallons of beer. The standard keg (you know, the kind seen at college parties across the country) is a half barrel, holding 15.5 gallons of beer.





CROWLERS: Glass growlers are great for transporting beer, leaving you with a reusable keepsake. But one growler leads to two, and soon you have a cabinet filled with a dozen dusty jugs. Or maybe that’s just me. Now, many bars and taprooms offer Crowlers, a single-use 32-ounce can that’s filled and sealed on the spot. Crowlers are lightweight and portable, blocking sunlight and preventing oxygen from escaping. Drink the Crowler, recycle the can, and repeat.


Recommended Serving Temperatures


Though taking beer’s temperature would be a wildly funny visual, I don’t expect you to insert a thermometer into your beer. However, not every beer should be served supercold. In fact, some beers do not fully reveal their true personality and character until they’ve warmed up—kind of like people.


Light beers, advertisements tout, are crisp, easy drinking, and best served at temperatures penguins can appreciate. Here’s why: frosty temperatures mute a beer’s aroma and flavor while amplifying carbonation’s trademark tingle. But as a beer warms, it loses carbonation and aromas become more apparent. That’s why mass-produced domestic lagers are best ice cold. (Most bars serve draft beer at 38°F.) They prioritize snappy refreshment over big flavors. There’s nothing pleasant about sipping a sun-warmed lager in August.


Behold, a basic primer for serving temperatures, with an important caveat: do not worry about matching the temperatures to the exact degree. An easy rule of thumb is that stronger beers can and should be served a touch warmer, and freezing temperatures are not your friend.
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Filling a crowler at the Oskar Blues taproom in Longmont, Colorado.
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At Your Service


From coast to coast, there’s one commonality in American bars and brewery taprooms: the pint glass. The conical 16-ounce cylinder from which you sip beer originally was designed to mix drinks with a larger metal cup and thus was dubbed the shaker pint. As craft brewing took root in the 1980s, breweries looked for inspiration in Britain, where beers are served in pint glassware. Because British glasses weren’t then widely available stateside, breweries and bars adopted the sturdy, stackable, and affordable shaker glass that held about 16 ounces, aka the American pint. “I think with craft it was like, ‘No, we want to serve a pint. We’re going to put it in a pint glass, like proper beer is’—although that wasn’t the proper glass,” says Tasting Beer author Randy Mosher.


Across the Atlantic, the British imperial pint is a government-regulated 19.2 ounces. Barkeeps use authorized glasses etched with the word pint and the European Union’s official “CE” mark. (American has no regulations for official pint sizes, and a “pint” might be 14 ounces.) Although the utilitarian shaker pints are omnipresent, they’re not the best vessel for drinking beer. Their straight walls and wide mouth don’t concentrate the foam, a lose-lose for your nose. “Every one of those little bubbles is full of beer aromatics,” Mosher says. “When the bubbles burst, they’re released into the air.”


 Certain glasses have been designed to capture and concentrate a beer’s aroma, help retain a fluffy head, or simply showcase the breakneck bubbles and color. Though I’m not so snobby as to snub a beer straight from a can or bottle, I believe brews are best enjoyed in glassware. Partly for visual pageantry.


A beer is designed to engage your senses of smell, taste, sight, and touch. By keeping beer confined to a light-blocking brown bottle, you lose the visual component, the ability to observe clarity or lack thereof. Furthermore, a foamy head is a good thing, allowing you to get a solid sniff of aromatic yeast by-products such as fruity esters, hop compounds, and/or spices. Do not freeze your glasses before pouring beer into them. Frozen glasses can create ice crystals in beer, which affect foaming, and frost can absorb flavors from your freezer. How clean are your beer glasses? To test them, rinse out a glass and sprinkle it with salt; anyplace it doesn’t stick is dirty. Sometimes oils or soap remains behind, affecting head formation.



GLASSWARE
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1. FLUTE: Closely associated with Champagne, the flute lends itself well to lively beers such as Belgian lambics, American sour and wild ales, and fruit-driven beers. The glass’s long, slender shape enhances and displays carbonation as well as concentrating the aroma.


2. GOBLET AND CHALICE: Looking a bit like peg-leg soup bowls, goblets and chalices are engineered to help beers retain their head. Linguistically speaking, goblets are the thinner and more delicate of the two; however, the glassware is basically interchangeable. They’re ideal for burly Belgian ales.


3. NONIC PINT: The bulge of this handsome, all-purpose glass serves both to improve grip and to prevent glasses from clinging together when stacked and chipping, hence, “no nick”—the origin of the name. It’s my go-to glass.


4. PILSNER: Tall, narrow, and tapered, this glass highlights a pilsner’s riotous effervescence and golden hue as well as maintains a pillowy head.


5. SHAKER PINT: The general beer glass. Though durable and workaday, the shaker’s shape does not enhance a beer’s aromas or flavors.


6. SNIFTER: Classically used for cognac and brandy, the balloon-shaped snifter is ably suited for strong ales such as imperial stouts, double IPAs, and barley wines. The snifter’s tapered shape ensnares the volatiles, and it’s suited for swirling—and not spilling on yourself, might I add.


7. STANGE: This narrow cylindrical glass is traditionally used to serve Germany’s delicate, summer-friendly kölsch beer, highlighting its subtle nuances. Fun, if unsurprising, fact: stange means “stick.”


8. STEIN: I like to think of the handled mug as a good-time friend. It’s sturdy enough to withstand a long afternoon of clinking lagers, and the wide mouth means that more beer will slide into your stomach.


9. TULIP: Named after the flower, the stemmed tulip’s body helps capture aromas, and the flared lip helps maintain a thick head. The tulip is tops for potent, malty beers such as double IPAs, Scotch ales, and strong Belgian ales.


10. WEIZEN GLASS: This tall, curvaceous glass is great for serving a cloudy, refreshing hefeweizen. The large size (usually a half liter) allows people to anoint the handsome wheat beer with a kingly crown of foam.


On Tasting Beer


No matter where I travel, I’m always asked the same question: How can I get your job?


The answer is, I drank tons of beer and woke up the next morning to write about my experiences. Then I did it again and again, experience leading to epiphanies and thus articles.


To this day, I’ve yet to turn my back on trying a new beer. However, I’ve met plenty of beers that I don’t want to drink twice or that I’ve emptied after three or four focused sips. And that’s okay. There are hundreds of thousands of beers brewed around the world, with thousands more debuting each and every week. Some are bound to be duds, and others simply will not tickle your particular fancy. The key to increasing 
your carbonated knowledge is to sample as many different beers as you can stomach. It’s tough work, I know, but I believe you’re up to the task.


Evaluating beer can be broken down into three steps: consider its appearance, swirl and smell, and taste it. Throughout the book, I include personal impressions of some of my favorite examples of each beer style. Consider them broad notions, not the gospel. Trust your own nose and tongue. In the long run, they’re far more important than mine. Crack open a beer and follow along.


Appearance


When it comes to beer, looks are important. Its color, clarity, and head speak volumes about the awaiting taste. Begin by pouring enough beer for several generous mouthfuls into the proper glassware (see page 21), making sure to generate a sizable head. A creamy cap is crucial to an assessment.


Before pouring beer, I tilt the glass to a 45-degree angle and slowly dispense till the glass is halfway filled. Then I bring the glass upright and pour the remainder of the beer straight down, creating foam. (Some highly carbonated beer styles, such as hefeweizens, produce great poofs of foam and may not require you to tilt the glass upright.)




THE POWER OF FOUR


There’s no need to blow your bank account on glassware. The core four are a pilsner, a weizen, a pint (I prefer the nonic), and a goblet or chalice.





Now, take a good look at your glass:


 1. First, evaluate the beer’s tint. Hold it up to a light and observe the hue. Red often signifies rich caramel flavor, whereas black usually denotes coffee or chocolate. But don’t let the tint color your perception. Sometimes the darkest beers will drink dainty and light and pale-gold brews will sit on your tongue like a sack of bricks.


 2. Next, note the clarity of the beer. The majority of beers are filtered, which removes yeast and lets their natural colors shine—it’s a bit like polishing jewelry. (Yeast will settle at the bottom of bottle-conditioned beer; leave the residual yeast in the bottle if you pour out a beer.) Remember that certain beer styles, such as German hefeweizens, Belgian witbiers, and hazy IPAs, are cloudy by design.


 3. Finally, examine the head of foam. Its color can range from bone-white to tan, with a creamy texture like meringue pie or perhaps thin bubbles like dish soap. Note whether the head lasts a long time or disappears fast. Does the foam lace a glass when it vanishes? What do I mean by that? When foam dissipates, it often clings to the glass in a pattern that resembles lace as frilly as a lady’s finest undergarment. Regard lacing as a mark of quality. Foam is a key signifier of the quality of beer.


Swirl and Smell


After you’ve gotten an eyeful of your beer, put your snout to work. Gently swirl the glass, which helps oxygen mix with the beer. This agitates its volatile compounds, releasing a more pronounced aroma. Now take a series of short and long sniffs, sending beer molecules traveling to the northernmost reaches of your nasal cavity. That rarefied air is where olfactory receptors reside, rendering molecules’ raw chemical data into digestible electrical signals that are transmitted to the brain. This is called orthonasal olfaction.


Do not worry if the words required to describe a beer escape you. Tying smells to terms is tough, and I’m often left marble-mouthed. Start by trying to ID the beer style, then work your way into descriptors that the beer exhibits—or is lacking. There are two key terms to remember: bouquet refers to the aromatics that the hops contribute, and aroma signifies the overall smell of the beer, encompassing the grains, yeast, and hops.


Smelling beer is a crucial step in the tasting process and one that people often rush through. Take several seconds to utilize your nose, a marvel that’s able to perceive several thousand unique scents—aroma is estimated to make up 80 percent of flavor. I like to smell a beer at least two or three times. This may seem like overkill, but consider that a beer’s aroma changes as it warms and the volatile aromas dissipate. New scents appear, and old ones disappear. For the second tasting, try holding the glass in your hand to warm the beer slightly. Cover the glass and swirl again, capturing the volatile aromas beneath your palm. When you’re ready, release your hand and inhale deeply. Try retronasal olfaction too: take a sip, purse your lips, let the beer warm for a beat, swallow, and exhale through your nose. When you swallow, the odor molecules enter your nasal cavity through a rear corridor, helping you perceive different aromas upon nasal exhalation. Understanding a beer’s aroma will help you identify flaws or defects.


 Scientists from the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine discovered the brain’s “nose plug,” a mental switch that allows people to stop smelling the same odor even if it is, well, right beneath their noses. This response short-circuits sensory overload, desensitizing us to subtle variations. To avoid that, sniff something totally different, such as a pen or your arm, in between whiffs of your beer. Also try this fun trick: Take turns closing a nostril with an index finger and smelling your beer. Detect anything different? Each nostril can discern different scents.


One important note: don’t worry if you are unable to smell what someone else does in a beer. Olfactory receptors differ from person to person and can be affected by sickness, exposure to irritants or allergens, and even spicy food.


Taste


Now comes the moment that every beer drinker awaits: the taste. Sip a solid mouthful—no more than an ounce, my thirsty friend—and let the liquid slide over your lips and entire tongue, slowly allowing it to waterfall down your throat and into your stomach. Wine drinkers spit, but you must swallow a beer to create a full snapshot from the first bubbles to the last lingering blast of bitterness. Besides, why waste delightfully drinkable beer?


After the first taste, pause to reflect, then repeat. For me, three is the magic number of sips for acclimating my palate. (A sip of water will help cleanse the palate in between tastes.) What’s foreign becomes familiar, and only then do I understand a beer’s nuances, pleasures, and shortcomings. Your tongue can identify five basic tastes: salty, sweet, sour, bitter, and umami (translated from the Japanese as “savory,” it’s found in soy sauce, shiitake mushrooms, and miso). Make the most of them. And forget everything you were taught in your school textbooks.


For decades, health and science books have drilled into students’ brains that tastes can be experienced only on certain parts of the tongue. The front was for sweetness, and bitterness backed up the rear. This is all wrong—so very wrong. Science has debunked the tongue map, discovering that we experience taste equally across the tongue’s landscape. The front half of the tongue registers all tastes evenly, the sides better perceive sourness, and the back is more sensitive to bitterness. Now go to the nearest mirror and take a close look at your tongue. The raised bumps you see are not taste buds but rather papillae, which contain 50 to 150 taste buds apiece. The average person comes equipped with around 10,000 taste buds.


During moments of extreme thirst or after a hard day’s work, I’ve been known to gulp beer as greedily as a desert traveler discovering water in an oasis. However, I make this my exception, not the rule. Appraising a beer’s taste requires thought and deliberation, not just a mainline hit to the pleasure receptors. Furthermore, when sipping a beer, it’s important to understand your personal thresholds and prejudices. For example, extreme bitterness may rub you the wrong way, but it’s the right flavor for a double IPA. Bypass first-sip conclusions and instead carefully consider these common taste components:
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For breweries, assessing a beer’s quality is a crucial step prior to packaging.





ACIDITY. Although acidity in the average beer will indicate a tragic infection or disaster, sourness is accepted in Belgium’s gueuzes, lambics, krieks, and Flemish sour ales as well as Germany’s gose and Berliner weisse and American sour and wild ales.


AFTERTASTE. These are the flavors that linger in your mouth long after the last sip. Is it pleasant and balanced? Or is it harsh and lacking? An aftertaste is what compels you to take one sip after another, a reminder of the awaiting pleasure—or it’s a sign that perhaps the beer should be sentenced to the sink’s drain. Also known as finish.


BITTERNESS. Bitterness is marked by a dry, harsh taste. It can be lauded in IPAs and barley wines but less loved in lighter styles. Roasted malt can supply appropriate bitterness to porters and stouts.


MOUTHFEEL. This is the term for the sum perception of the beer’s body, carbonation, and afterfeel (the latter ranges from oily to sticky to astringent). This will be sensed across your tongue and palate. A beer’s body can range from wan and watery to as viscous as used motor oil. The standard terms are light, medium, and full, and fuller-bodied beers will be sweeter.


SWEETNESS. Malts supply sweetness, and stronger barley-heavy beers sometimes sock you with residual sugars. Do they overwhelm, or are they balanced by bitterness?


Savor


After you’ve sampled your fill of beer, allow yourself to kick back and savor the flavor. Now’s the time to ponder what you drank, trying to answer the all-important question: Would I buy this beer or one similar to it ever again? Let these questions whittle your impressions into a sharp point:




• What did you enjoy most about the beer? Chocolaty malts? Floral bouquet? Grapefruit bitterness? A brisk finish?


• Was the beer light-, medium-, or full-bodied?


• What kind of food would you enjoy with the beer?


• If anything, what rubbed your taste buds the wrong way?


• For the style, was the beer well balanced?


• For your taste buds and wallet, was this worth the money?


• Lastly, would you serve this beer to your friends or family? Or is it something you’d serve your archnemesis?





How Do You Know If a Beer Is Any Good?


Do you want another? Then that’s a good beer. Taste is subjective, and one drinker’s bliss is another’s dirty dishwater. When I lead tastings and talk to fellow beer drinkers, I never bad-mouth a beer. I’m glad you like shotgunning Bud Light! Maybe you’ll also enjoy this delicate kölsch or unfiltered pilsner. Each beer possesses merits that might appeal to someone.


Notes on Throwing a Tasting Party


My favorite type of food party is the potluck. If you’ve never attended one, here’s a rule refresher: every invitee brings a different dish, often oriented to a theme. Maybe it’s barbecue for the Fourth of July, a DIY taco bar, or a soup party, which is an annual tradition in the Bernstein household. Bite after bite, slurp after slurp, diners are able to sample a broad array of food. It’s dinner by a thousand nibbles.


A beer-tasting party is no different. With a regenerating army of unique beers being released every day, there’s no conceivable way you could sample them all in your lifetime—and trust me, I’m trying. Although quantity is an issue, a bigger concern is many beers’ head-spinning quality. Educating your palate can be inebriating. That’s why I like sharing beers, both big and small, with a friend (or two). That’s the point of a tasting party: a low-key sharing of information, opinions, and beer.


At its simplest, a tasting party can be a free-flowing bottle share in which guests break out special beers, perhaps ones hun-kering in a fridge or a limited release that caught their eye at a beer shop. (Maybe you’re saving bottles for a special celebration; make this tasting event that celebration.) For a slightly more structured event, orient the evening to a theme, perhaps regional or stylistic. Ask guests to bring a beer from, say, Belgium or the West Coast. Or work your way up the alcoholic ladder from pale ales to IPAs and double IPAs. Remember to keep the pours to two or three ounces per beer, so using tumblers, goblets, or chalices is perfectly fine. Instead of absentmindedly imbibing, the goal is to sample and discuss, keeping conversation and the beers flowing in equal measure as the evening dissolves into night.



ATTRIBUTES TO KNOW: DESCRIBING BEER


Here’s the essential language to help you explain what you’re smelling and tasting. Warning: this list is exhaustive, but don’t be intimidated! Whenever you try a new beer and encounter a new taste, either good or bad, come back here and find the right term.


ACETALDEHYDE: This by-product of fermentation creates aromas and flavors of green apples. Though it is great for keeping doctors away, you do not want green apple in your beer.


ACETIC: These flavors and aromas recall vinegar; it’s the result of aerobic bacteria producing acetic acid.


ASTRINGENT: A harsh, puckering, drying sensation that verges on tannic, it’s caused by brewers mishandling grain. Imagine gnawing on grape skins.


BANANAS AND CLOVES: A classic profile of a hefeweizen; the aroma comes courtesy of a yeast strain.


BARNYARD: Sour and mixed-fermentation ales and lambics that have been spiked with Brettanomyces yeast might have aromas that recall a rustic stroll through an animal-filled farm—in a good way!


BISCUITY: A lightly toasted malt creates flavors of fresh-baked biscuits or saltine crackers.


BUTYRIC ACID: If a sour beer smells like baby vomit, rancid butter, or blue cheese, that might be due to butyric acid. It’s caused by Clostridium butyricum, a kind of bacteria.


CATTY: It’s a nicer way of saying tomcat urine. (You might also get black-currant juice.) Cattiness is acceptable in some well-hopped IPAs, especially those made with Simcoe hops, but it’s also an early warning sign for oxidation.


CHEERIOS: The flavor of the compound tetrahydropyridine (THP) is often compared to the breakfast cereal. (At high levels, tetrahydropyridine might evoke urine.) THP is caused by Brettanomyces and lactic acid bacteria, making it common in mixed-culture beers.


CHEESY: If a beer smells like dirty socks or rancid Parmesan cheese, that’s thanks to isovaleric acid. The culprit: old hops.


CLEAN: Free of unpleasant aromas and flavors.


CLOYING: Overly sweet; the beer equivalent of watching Saturday-morning cartoons while eating Lucky Charms.


CREAMY: A pleasingly soft, smooth mouthfeel and appealing texture.


CRISP: Bone-dry and effervescent, with very little sugar. I liken it to drinking seltzer with a boozy edge.


DIACETYL: An aroma or flavor of butterscotch or buttered popcorn. It’s acceptable in certain beer styles, but it’s a defect in others. Personally, I despise diacetyl.


DIMETHYL SULFIDE (DMS): Think cooked sweet corn; DMS is a sulfur compound caused by a bacterial infection or problems while boiling the grain.


DRY: A sharp finish lacking sweetness.


EARTHY: Aromas and flavor reminiscent of a stroll through a forest.


ESTERY: Fruity aromas that arise from ale fermentation; the scent recalls strawberries, pears, peaches, apples, bananas, or papayas. It’s common in British and Belgian beers but a defect when present in other styles.


FLORAL: Used to describe hop flavor and aroma.


FUSEL: You’ll know it by the solvent-like scent; a fusel-y beer is like a hot plate for your palate. It can be caused by too-warm fermentation temperatures or excessive yeast.


GRAINY: Astringent flavor of raw grains caused by grain husks or toasted malt; often used negatively.


GRASSY: Flavors that recall fresh-cut grass or chlorophyll; poorly stored grains and hops are the culprit. When used in abundance, certain American and British hops varieties produce grassy notes that are appropriate.


HERBACEOUS: Used to describe hop flavor and aroma.


METALLIC: Flavor of copper, coins, or—eww—blood. Only vampires willingly drink blood. The off-flavors can be caused by improperly stored grains, high iron content in water, brewing equipment, and even bottle caps.


NUTTY: Aromas and flavors that call to mind nuts; comes from grains.


PINEY: Used to describe hop bitterness, flavor, or aroma.


OXIDIZED: Exposing beer to oxygen creates a musty, papery flavor reminiscent of wet cardboard or perhaps sherry; it can be found in past-their-prime beers.


PHENOLIC: The smell of Band-Aids, plastic, or medicine. Beer should be medicine, not taste like it.


PUNGENT: Used to describe hop bitterness, flavor, aroma. It can be intense, reminiscent of dank cannabis.


RESINOUS: Used to describe hop bitterness, flavor, or aroma. Think of pine resin.


SHERRY-LIKE: Caused by oxidization. The aromas and flavors of dry sherry are unwanted in most beers, but they can lend welcome nuance and complexity to strong old ales, barley wines, and imperial stouts.


SILKY: A slick and smooth mouthfeel, often courtesy of oatmeal.


SKUNKY: When a beer is exposed to ultraviolet light, it creates a chemical compound found in skunks’ spray. Clear- and green-bottle beers such as Corona and Heineken are susceptible to this defect.


SPICY: Used to describe hop bitterness, flavor, or aroma. Many European noble hops impart an elegant spicy character.


SOUR: Acidity is pungent, and notes of vinegar signify acetic acid; sourness can also be lactic, like yogurt. It occurs when beers are infected with unwanted—or desired—bacteria and yeast.


SULFUR: Think matches, rotten eggs, Old Faithful.


TANGY: A pleasingly sharp flavor that’s not as intense as tart (see below).


TANNIC: A drying sensation that might taste like over-steeped tea.


TART: A strongly acidic sensation; often found in sour ales.


TOAST: A malt trait typically associated with darker beers.


VEGETAL: Recalls cooked vegetables such as celery, onions, and cabbage. Appetizing, eh?


VINOUS: Aromas and flavors reminiscent of wine.


YEASTY: Like drinking liquefied bread dough. It can be caused by unhealthy yeast or beer that has been in contact with dead yeast for too long; the yeast devours itself in a process called autolysis, creating harsh, sulfury flavors.


How to Use 
The Complete Beer Course


To get the most from this book, I’m ordering you to drink. A lot. As you read The Complete Beer Course, you’ll notice the sections marked Two to Taste that accompany the beer categories. These are the beers I feel best highlight and embody each selected style’s flavor, aroma, and mouthfeel. While reading, or shortly afterward, you should try at least one of these suggested beers, if not both—twist your arm, right? I’ve also listed beers within the text as well as backup beers in case my selections are not available in your region. The rise of online beer sales and to-your-doorstep shipping has also made securing many of these beers easier than ever. Reading these words is just the first step to broadening your beer knowledge. Sampling, savoring, and evaluating these brews will give you a deeper understanding of each style’s variations and nuances. The perfect beer is a matter of taste, so training your taste buds matters most.




FEST IS BEST


Throughout the book, you’ll notice that I often make a special mention of whether a beer has won a medal at the Great American Beer Festival (GABF). Here’s why that’s such a big deal: since brewing guru Charlie Papazian founded the GABF in Colorado in 1982, the annual event has grown into the country’s most prestigious beer festival. Each fall, some 50,000 beer enthusiasts descend on Denver’s Colorado Convention Center for a three-day extravaganza featuring thousands of different beers that span the country. But what sets the GABF apart is the Olympics-worthy judged competition in which breweries vie for gold, silver, and bronze medals in roughly 100 categories. Winning a medal can change a brewery’s fortunes fast.
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An Important Note on Style


In the beer world, there’s ongoing hullabaloo about the utility of style. Why do beers have to fit within neatly defined parameters? Short answer: they don’t. To me, styles prove their worth as a general framework, a reference point for discussion, and a launch pad for endless future innovation. Beers are constantly evolving, and today’s bitter and brawny IPA is tomorrow’s soft and juicy hazy IPA. Consider styles to be like a pair of sweatpants: their elastic waistbands stretching to accommodate a range of beers.
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The Great American Beer Festival in Denver, Colorado, draws tens of thousands of thirsty attendees each year.









BREWERY JOB SPOTLIGHT


Maryssa Pickett | Illustrator | Resident Culture Brewing Company (Charlotte, North Carolina)


Some people find jobs through word of mouth, recruiters, or listings online. Illustrator Maryssa Pickett stuck out in her field by drawing a severed chicken head wearing a small hat, then creating stickers of her whimsically grisly illustration. “I was always slinging stickers of my work,” Pickett says. “It’s an easy way to get stuff out there.”


One sticker affixed to a laptop caught the attention of folks from the fledgling Resident Culture Brewing Company in Charlotte, North Carolina. “The sticker just had my website on it,” she says. The brewery contacted Pickett, then a senior attending Georgia’s Savannah College of Art and Design, to ask if she was interested in branding the brewery, including illustrating beer-can labels. “When they reached out to me, I was like, well, they must be pretty cool if they thought that could be their whole branding,” Pickett says. “I didn’t know this was a job opportunity for artists.”


Creating memorable beer labels is now a viable career path for artists and designers of all disciplines, helping breweries stand out on social media and store shelves. It’s a turnabout from 2010 or so, when spending money on branding might be seen as a profit-driven desire. Isaac Arthur, a founder of branding firm CODO Design, remembers when a start-up brewery told him that “branding is for people that don’t make good beer.” According to Arthur, breweries entering the market now understand that grade A branding “is an absolute need-to-have.”
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A brewery might make great beer, satisfying a customer’s taste buds, but artists and graphic designers entice the eyes and guide the customer to a first sip. Since Resident Culture opened in 2017, Pickett has led the brewery’s arresting visual approach that’s at once warm and macabre, pop and punk, in which weight lifters are split in half by thunderbolts, multi-eyed undead creatures foretell the future, heaven is filled with dogs wearing angel wings, and frogs spew rainbows. Anything is possible on a Resident Culture label, where collages, paintings, and illustrations collide in a visual cacophony.


“The labels can all be so different but still live in the same universe,” Pickett says. Resident Culture fosters Pickett’s creative freedom, in turn helping her build more honest branding, no need to play it safe and sanitized. ”There was some feedback of like, ‘Oh, you can go weirder,’ ” Pickett says. “Now we’re at a point where I think there’s trust.”


Pickett wasn’t expecting to spend her days illustrating labels for lagers and double IPAs. “I thought I was going to leave college and keep doing punk flyers for no money and working for bands and still make no money,” she says. Prior to starting at Resident Culture, Pickett had an admittedly narrow view of beer. “I was like, oh, PBR and High Life are the only beers that exist,” she says, adding that she’d never stepped foot in a taproom. Art school and a brewery’s barstool seemed at odds. Now Pickett’s wall murals decorate Resident Culture’s multiple locations, her signature style—the hallucinogens are kicking in, and that chicken is definitely wearing pink boots and a studded collar—setting Resident Culture’s visual aesthetic in lockstep with the equally inventive beer. “It’s marrying two different forms of creativity,” she says.


Her full-time job follows the fast-paced rhythm of modern beer production. In an average week, she’ll receive the names of up to four different beers (Disco Baby, Pils Don’t Pay Bills, Don’t Read the Comments, etc.). Pickett will start sketching and composing labels, playing with the cylindrical form, creating straight-ahead visuals or maybe a series of illustrations that invites deeper engagement. “You have different routes to go down with the composition,” Pickett says of the process. “I keep the flow going.”


Dissimilar styles of beer dictate a different approach. “For IPAs and hazy beers, I’ll do brighter colors and just go wild with the design,” she says. “Pilsners and broader lagers receive delicate line work. I try to set a different mood for different styles of beer.” The labels are approved, printed, and affixed to cans, packaged for consumption (for both eyes and stomachs). “[The artwork] reaches so many different groups of people that you wouldn’t normally reach. It’s an amazing route that artists can take.”
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Some of Maryssa Pickett’s eye-catching labels designed for Resident Culture beers.
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