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HOW TO TASTE BEER


All right, we know it’s pretty straightforward. Find a bottle opener, or negotiate your way back from the bar without face planting, and all you need do is raise your glass and remember to open your mouth in time. But brewers don’t work their socks off, bar staff don’t put in the long hours, and those who grow and harvest barley, wheat and hops don’t go out in all weathers just so the beer their efforts culminate in can be thrown back without a second thought. How you drink beer is up to you, but this is the good stuff we are talking about – at the very least, it deserves attention; it deserves to be appreciated rather than shotgunned. So how do you go about that?


Well, there are two fantastic things on your side. First, despite the vast numbers of different beer types that are out there, each and every single one of them can be appreciated using the same metrics. If you can learn how to smell, taste and appreciate one, you can do it with any other beer you can get hold of. And the second plus point is that tasting beer is entirely subjective. Everyone’s palate is different, so there are no wrong answers. If someone next to you loudly proclaims their beer tastes of pineapple shavings and you can only think “Eh?”, then it doesn’t mean they are right and you are wrong.


The best way to begin a lifetime’s appreciation of beer is to go out there and start sampling it. Make notes of what you think the beers taste of. If you drink something that does taste of pineapple, that’s a flavour descriptor. Learning to appreciate beer is at its simplest learning to recognize some of these tastes in what you are drinking, and applying that knowledge to future beers. That way you build up an internal (or external – writing them down is great practice) database of “what tastes like what”, which you can apply to specific beers, styles, hops or other ingredients.


We can break it down further by assessing each characteristic of a beer. And let’s begin with one sense that never comes into direct contact with beer (unless you really do forget to open your mouth): what you see.
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APPEARANCE


From pin-bright lagers to imperial porters as dark as the heart of your first headmaster, beer has it all. No other beverage has such a range of colour. Several scales are designed to quantify this: degrees Lovibond, European Brewery Convention (EBC) and Standard Reference Method (SRM). The latter two are European and American stalwarts, and (of course) give slightly different readings – but the SRM scale is fairly simple to use when trying to work out what you are looking at. So here’s a handy guide!


Aside from the pretty colours, the other thing to keep in mind when you’re assessing a beer is how clear it is. Craft beer can arrive into your glass anything from brilliantly crystal to impenetrable (and we mean light-coloured beers – clarity is different to “darkness”). So can you pick out a slight haze? Or is the beer murky? This can be down to brewers deciding to “fine” the beer or not, removing or leaving the natural yeast behind. Or it could depend on style (lagers are usually sparklingly clear, whereas wheat beers, for instance, are often nearly opaque).
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