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A NOTE ABOUT BREWERY LISTINGS


 


We believe that brewery ownership matters. As such, where previously independent breweries have been purchased by much larger entities, we have listed the owning company in parentheses after the brewery name. Such is the pace and frequency of these deals today, however, that the odd acquisition may have escaped our notice and, of course, further purchases may have occurred between the finalization of the text and the moment this book reached your hands. Until such time as regulations require that the name of the company responsible for brewing the beer you buy be listed on the label, we can only advise careful research.




HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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INTRODUCTION


A VERY DIFFERENT BEER GUIDE FOR A VERY DIFFERENT BEER MARKET


No one today knows for certain exactly how many breweries are active throughout the world. We have estimates for various countries, but some of those, like the Brewers Association tally for the USA, are far better and more reliable than others, such as the “guesstimations” for Brazil and China.


Our own very conservative estimate places the global brewery total at over 20,000, but it is likely that there are many more than that. And if we take the equally conservative average of a dozen different labels per brewery, knowing that in this day and age of one-offs, special editions and collaborations any given craft brewery can probably boast in excess of 30, 40 or 50 brands, then the worldwide count of regular beers is fast closing on a quarter-million, and when one-offs are included, doubtless well beyond it.


In this context, the number of beers we assessed in the 2015 version of this book seems minuscule. For while 4,300 beer reviews is by any measure an impressive achievement, it represents but a very tiny fraction of the world’s total beer supply.


So, you might ask, why create a book that features even fewer beers? The answer is focus.


We recognize that more people are enjoying more beer than ever before, and that in many cases they are also paying higher prices than ever before, from the special release that retails for $30 per highly coveted bottle to the extremely limited edition that sells for hundreds of pounds or yen or euros. We also recognize that when people open and drink such beers, they may be moved to quote the bittersweet refrain from the Peggy Lee standard “Is That All There Is?”


Hence this new approach. Rather than attempt to deliver a cross section of breweries spanning the globe, we have assembled a carefully selected group of what we firmly believe are the best minds in beer – you can meet them beginning in Contributor Biographies – and tasked them to deliver detailed reviews of the absolute best beers their native lands have to offer. Not the most talked about or the rarest or the most obscure, but simply the finest ales and lagers and mixed-fermentation beers that eager enthusiasts might actually be able to get their hands on. Star ratings have been dispensed with because all the beers we have featured are at the top of their class.


Along the way, we have tasted beers beside many of our experts to affirm that the high standards we have set are being rigorously maintained. Where possible, we have travelled with them to sample in situ, and where not we have assembled local and international beers to evaluate as one, making sure that just because a beer comes from a less developed beer culture, that doesn’t mean it might disappoint a more seasoned beer aficionado.


We also introduce in this edition three categories of special merit: ICONIC BREWERIES, CAN’T-MISS BREWERIES and BREWERIES TO WATCH.


The ICONIC BREWERIES designation is in many ways self-defining and has been awarded in a most miserly fashion, as we feel is only proper. An Icon is not only a brewery that has to some extent perfected or even invented a style or styles, it is also one that brews splendid beer throughout its range and, most importantly, has acted as a major influencer in its national and, in many cases, international markets.


The CAN’T-MISS BREWERIES accreditation is reserved for those breweries that craft great beers across a variety of styles, with each being as good as or better than the rest of its portfolio kin. Essentially, it means what it declares, which is that if you buy a beer with this brewery’s name attached, it is almost guaranteed to be a good if not great taste experience.


Finally, BREWERIES TO WATCH are those breweries under three years of age at the time of writing that show tremendous potential for the future. They can be already well-known operations or under-the-radar gems, but each and every one is a potential Can’t Miss or even a future Icon, as chosen by our experts and vetted by ourselves.


And there you have it. You may not agree with every assessment of every beer mentioned in the following pages, taste being the subjective entity that it is, and it is equally likely that you will wonder why a favourite beer is absent or a cherished brewery denied Can’t Miss status. But we can guarantee that the beers and breweries noted here will delight almost any beer enthusiast, from tentative novice to seasoned beer-hunting veteran, and that in the deliciously, delightfully crowded beer marketplace we face today, the selections we and our experts have presented will make your next beer-drinking experience just that much more interesting and enjoyable.


Cheers,


Stephen Beaumont and Tim Webb
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BEER STYLES


The idea that a beer should be considered of a particular style was anathema to the 20th-century industrialists who forged the notion of the universal beer. For them, the ideal was light gold, grainy sweet, almost bereft of bitterness and served as cold as possible to hide flaws. The key was marketing.


The rise of modern craft breweries, on the other hand, has provoked a need for reliably recognizable terms to describe, distinguish and explain the myriad types of beer, old and new, that now adorn the shelves of bars, stores and home refrigerators around the world. The questions that remain are which terms to use and how to apply them.


We believe it was Michael Jackson, in his 1977 book The World Guide to Beer, who first attempted to catalogue global beer styles, introducing readers to such beer types as “Münchener”, “Trappiste” and “(Burton) Pale Ale”. His goal then was to provide a context through which to discover – or rediscover – these beers. Our challenge, although addressed to a more beer-aware public, remains in essence the same.


While we would love to report that we have solved all the issues surrounding the current confusion and can provide readers with a simple map of the major beer styles of the world, this is not currently possible and, we admit, may never be. What we offer instead is a rough guide on how to pick your way through a linguistic and conceptual minefield in a fashion that adds to rather than detracts from understanding.


START WITH TRADITION


We believe the most reliable stylistic imperatives to be those based on centuries of brewing tradition, and that most modern derivations are merely modifications of existing beer styles, however inventive or ingenious. Hence our first separation is according to method of fermentation.


Historically, the term ale has referred to a beer fermented at room temperature or higher, causing its Saccharomyces yeast to rise to the top of the wort, or unfermented beer, hence references to top-fermentation or, sometimes, warm-fermentation. In contrast, a lager was fermented at a cooler temperature, causing its yeast to sink, thus known as bottom-fermentation or, sometimes, cool-fermentation.


These main beer classes, comparable to red and white wine, still serve to define the overwhelming majority of beers, despite the temperature and yeast manipulation possible in a modern brewhouse. As a general rule, a beer fermented at warmer temperatures with a yeast of the family S. cerevisiae and conditioned at warm temperatures for a short period – an ale – should tend toward a fruitier character. Those fermented at cooler temperatures with a yeast of the family S. pastorianus and cold-stored (or “lagered”) for a longer period at cold temperatures – a lager – should not. Combine ale yeast with a lager-style conditioning and you have the hybrid styles of kölsch and altbier, as well as the American cream ale. Flip it to lager yeast and ale-type conditioning and you have steam beer, also known as California common beer.


Beers that have no yeast added to them, most famously the lambic beers of Belgium, are said to undergo spontaneous fermentation, effected by a combination of airborne and barrel-resident microflora, including Brettanomyces and Pediococcus, which yield complex flavours from mildly lemony to assertively tart. Those fermented with the same types of microbes introduced deliberately are becoming known variously as wild beers, mixed-fermentation beers or, more crudely, sour beers.


ADD COLOUR
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Colour is a powerful force in beer and often used to define beer by style, with some references to hue reserved exclusively for certain types of beer, such as “white” (blanche, wit, weisse) for wheat beers. “Pale” and “light” (in colour, not alcohol or calories) are also popular adjectives, yielding the now-international pale ale and India pale ale, or IPA, the German helles and the Czech světlý.


“Amber” in North America was and to some extent remains synonymous with otherwise ordinary ales or lagers with a blush of colour, while “red” has a questionable degree of Irish authenticity often used to describe a beer of uncertain style. The same tint trait among lagers may be termed Wiener or Vienna.


“Dark” is often also used in fairly random fashion in the English-speaking world, but retains validity in Bavaria where its literal translation, dunkel, should indicate a brownish lager of a style, Münchener, once strongly associated with Munich – unless it is combined with weizen or weisse, in which case the reference is to dark wheat beer. In the Czech Republic and across Europe’s eastern half, the term is tmavý.


“Brown” implies the use of more roasted malts and is historically associated with old ale, a class of fairly winey ales aged in oak still seen in the tart, fruity oud bruin style from northern Belgium and the fresher English brown ale. Now, however, it is applied to a wide variety of creations, from sickly sweet to forcefully bitter, mild to alcoholic.


“Black” is usually reserved for porters and stouts, though also applied to bottom-fermented German schwarzbier.



CONSIDER STRENGTH


Brewers have for centuries used subtle nudge-and-wink systems to highlight alcohol content. One well-known remnant of this practice is the Scottish shilling system whereby ales are measured from 60 shilling, or 60/-, for the lightest, to 80/- or 90/- for stronger beers (see Scotland), the last also referred to as “wee heavy” or Scotch ale. In the Czech Republic and elsewhere, the old Balling system of measuring wort gravity defines beers by degrees, from 8° for the lightest to 12° for a beer of premium strength and on up into fermented-porridge territory.


Few words are less useful to a beer description than “strong”, the difficulty being context. In Scandinavia, strong beer (starkøl) is above 4.5–4.7% ABV, not far from where the British would place the definition were the word not banned from beer names. In contrast, few Belgians, North Americans and Italians would consider anything below 6–7% “strong”.


The terms dubbel/double and tripel/triple are medieval in origin and have proved both durable and international, in the past used to indicate a beer fermented from a mash with greater malt content – often the “first runnings” of grain then reused to make a second beer. The modern context of dubbel/double generally indicates a beer of 6–8% ABV. Most eminently, it appears in reference to the malty and sweet Belgian abbey style dubbel, the German doppelbock and related Italian doppio malto (although use of the latter term appears to be waning) and the American double IPA, usually an ale of significant strength and aggressive bitterness.


The current use of tripel/triple owes its origins to 20th-century monastery breweries and typically describes a specific type of blond, sweet-starting but usually dry-finishing strong ale, although modern usage extends to IPA to suggest an even stronger and hoppier brew.
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Quadrupel/quadruple/quad is a 21st-century affectation, the first variant originally used by the Dutch Trappist brewery La Trappe to designate its new high-strength ale in 1998. The Dutch spelling is employed to imply heritage.


Historically, the term barley wine was used to indicate a beer of wine strength, often undergoing some period of bottle-ageing. Modern interpretations vary from a high-hopped, fully carbonated US style to a virtually uncarbonated, fully attenuated Italian form that retains residual sugars and resembles Madeira made from grain. Barrel-ageing is increasingly common.


The adjective “Imperial” has experienced a recent transformation from its original deployment in Imperial Russian stout designating a strong, intense, sometimes oily stout to the suggestion that any style may be “Imperialized” by being made bolder and more alcoholic, sometimes also hoppier. Thus we find Imperial pale ale as a synonym for double IPA and confections such as Imperial pilsner, Imperial brown ale and so on.



FACTOR IN THE GRAINS
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Besides the basic four ingredients of beer – water, barley malt, hops and yeast – numerous other grains are used with varying degrees of regularity, in all but a handful of specialized cases in combination with barley malt.


Wheat is the most common of these, creating whole categories of beer such as the German-style wheat beers variously known as weizen or weisse, prefixed hefe- when indicating that the beer is unfiltered and kristall when clear. Also included in this family are the derivatives dunkelweisse and weizenbock, respectively meaning dark and strong wheat beers, and in an emerging category of hoppy versions pioneered by a US–German collaboration and known as hopfenweisse.


Different local traditions of light (typically 2.5–3.5%), quenching wheat beers have survived or been revived, such as Berliner weisse, made tart through lactic acidification and sometimes Brettanomyces during fermentation; salted, coriander-laced and tart gose (sometimes Leipziger gose); the smoked wheat grodziskie from Poland (see Style Spotlight) and northern Germany’s tart, smoked lichtenhainer.


Spontaneously fermented Belgian lambic is by law a wheat beer, though more common in Belgium and elsewhere is witbier or bière blanche (white beer) brewed with unmalted rather than malted wheat and spiced with orange peel and coriander, sometimes in conjunction with other spices.


Once ubiquitous but now more seldom seen are simple wheat ales, blond beers that have been made lighter of body just through the use of malted wheat, although there is increased North American interest in well-hopped interpretations called hoppy wheat beers. Some craft brewers in the USA and elsewhere have started to make strong wheat beers called wheat wines, referencing barley wine.


Other grains in general usage include oats, which bring sweetness and a silky mouthfeel to oatmeal stout, and other, less conventional beers, such as: oatmeal brown ales; rye, which bestows a spiciness upon rye pale ale and rye IPA, as well as the odd lager-fermented roggenbier of German origin; buckwheat, blackened and used in the Breton beer style bière de blé noir; and an assortment of non-glutinous grains employed to create the growing class of gluten-free beers.
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Malt and grain substitutes are mostly there for fermentable sugar to increase alcoholic strength, with or, more commonly, without adding flavour characteristics. The likes of maize (corn), rice, starches, syrups and candi sugar may bring balance to heavy beer by ensuring that it is suitably strong in alcohol, but are not seen as creating styles in their own right – though Japanese rice beers and a handful of related beers in the USA are having a go.


The exception to this rule is where unfermentable sugars are used with the intention of adding sometimes considerable sweetness without alcoholic strength, fructose creating sweet stout and lactose contributing to milk or cream stout.


HOPS AND OTHER FLAVOURINGS


Hops have been the primary flavouring agent in beer since the Middle Ages, but only in the last century or two have beer styles begun to be defined by the variety of hop used.


Perhaps most famously, what the world knows as the Czech-style pilsner is seasoned with a single variety of hop, the floral Saaz, grown near where the style was invented. Equally, the typical hops used in a British best bitter (see Style Spotlight) have always been Fuggle and Golding (with a wider variety employed in Extra Special Bitter, or ESB).


When what we now recognize as the US-style pale ale was established in the 1970s (see Style Spotlight), the hop used to give the beer its trademark citrusy bite was Cascade, although these days a variety of other so-called “C-hops” are considered acceptable, including Centennial, Chinook and Citra. By extension, these hops have also grown to be emblematic of the US-style IPA and its rapidly developing family, including the double, triple and Imperial IPA; black IPA – a hoppy porter bereft of ample roastiness; lower-strength session IPA; fruit- and/or juice-fuelled fruit IPA; spicy white IPA; the yeast-defined Belgian IPA; and whatever else IPA-obsessed brewers and brewery marketing departments have developed since this writing.
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More recent hop-defined beer styling includes the use of New Zealand to denote beers flavoured with grapey, tropical Kiwi hops, notably Nelson Sauvin and Motueka (see Style Spotlight), Australian for beers flavoured with Galaxy and its derivatives or South Pacific where these are mixed. As hop cultivation becomes increasingly scientific and additional varieties are created, more beers are being identified by the single hop variety used.


Hops can be considered a core ingredient of any beer, other flavourings being distinctly optional, including herbs and spices. While we still see the odd beer identified as gruit (sometimes grut or gruut), which is to say seasoned with a selection of dried herbs and flavourings but no hops, certainly the most famously spiced beer is the Belgian-style wheat beer.


Although all manner of herbs and spices were employed prior to the widespread use of hops in brewing – before Pierre Celis pitched coriander, cumin and dried Curaçao orange peel into the beers of Hoegaarden in 1966 – the extent to which brewers, Belgian or otherwise, spiced beers is questionable. Today, however, beers can be and frequently are flavoured with all manner of ingredients, to the extent that lumping them all into a single spiced beer category seems to us rather random. Unfortunately, in the absence of acceptable sub-categories based on which of these additives actually improves what beer, it remains the best available option.
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Another area of contention is the addition of fruit syrups to beer. While cherries and raspberries have for centuries been steeped whole in Belgian lambic beers to create respectively kriek and framboise, the rash of beers made by adding juice, syrup, cordials or essence to ordinary lagers and ales is mostly a post-1980 phenomenon. Although these are collectively known as fruit beers, this can be a misnomer, as the additives are sometimes a considerable distance from their time on the tree.


Dark ales such as brown ale, porter and in particular stout are increasingly having vanilla, cocoa, liquorice and coffee added to them in formats that range from whole pods or stems to syrups and essences, with varying degrees of success. A recent outbreak of coffee-flavoured pale ales suggests that may be a future category to watch.


One of the most curious additives is salt, once commonly and still variously used in (Irish) dry stout to fill out the palate, achieved with greatest aplomb in the 19th century by filtering the wort through a bed of shucked oyster shells, hence oyster stout. East German gose is essentially a salted wheat beer.


Italian brewers have sought to make a style out of adding chestnut to their beer, whether in whole, crushed, honey or jam form, but have more recently, and more successfully, turned their attentions to Italian grape ale, indicating a beer flavoured with wine grapes, lees and/or aged in a disused wine barrel (see Style Spotlight). Japanese brewers evoke their own national drink with sake-influenced beer made with sake rice, fermented with sake yeast and/or conditioned in cedar sake barrels (see Style Spotlight).


Beyond these, there exists a multitude of other additives and seasonings currently in use – from root vegetables to nuts to flowers and even Traditional Chinese Medicine herbs, known as TCM herbs. Whether these stand the test of time remains to be seen.
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NATIONAL ADJECTIVES


Various national and regional markers have grown in recent years into beer-style descriptors. While some rankle – the term “Belgian” for a beer fermented by US-designated yeast that imbues a spicy or earthy character, for example – they do in most cases provide the buyer with useful information.


Thus Belgian style has come to mean a spicy or sometimes somewhat funky take on an understood beer style, as in Belgian pale ale, Belgian IPA and so on.


In contrast, US or American almost invariably refers to hop-forward styles in pale ales, IPAs (see Style Spotlight) and others seasoned with Cascade and other such related hops, and New Zealand (sometimes Aotearoan) pilsner and pale ale references those styles seasoned with Kiwi hops (see Style Spotlight). British or English is usually used in conjunction with pale ale, IPA or barley wine, generally indicating a less aggressive hop character, but also a pronounced maltiness.


Scotch ale or Scottish-style ale suggests a beer of quite significant maltiness, with a strength of up to 8% ABV indicated by the former. Long-standing confusion about Scottish brewing methods means that beers so described sometimes also feature a potion of peated malt.


Other geographical qualifiers are more restricted. Baltic porter, for example, defines a beer that is not a porter at all, but rather a strong, dark and usually sweet bottom-fermented brew; Irish red ale is a popular descriptor of questionable authenticity; Irish stout has both legitimacy and utility in describing a low-strength, dry, roasty form of stout; while Bohemian or Czech style generally modifies pilsner and suggests one more golden than blond, softly malty and floral; and Bavarian or German implies crisper, leaner and blonder when referencing pilsner, clove-y and/or banana-ish when applied to a wheat beer.
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SEASONAL OFFERINGS


Before 1870 and the coming of affordable large-scale refrigeration, much of mainland Europe enjoyed a brewing “season” that lasted from Michaelmas (29 September) to St George’s Day (23 April), fermentation in the summer months being rendered unsound by infestation and insect life. The need for beer during the non-brewing months of summer led historically to the creation of somewhat related styles such as märzen in Germany, bière de garde in France and saison in southern Belgium, each brewed to last the summer months and deploying increased hopping for preservative effect.


Come harvest, German, Austrian, Dutch and Norwegian brewers would clear the stocks of malt from the previous year’s barley by brewing a dark bok or bock and an additional Christmas beer (Scandinavian Juløl). This custom was mirrored in the spring in all but Norway with a pale maibock or lentebok that might see off grain felt unlikely to survive the summer untainted.


There are also beers named after other occasions or seasons, including winter ales, summer beers and harvest ales, suggesting general character traits – heavier in winter, lighter for summer – but little else.
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AND LOCAL BREWS


The great unsung charm of German beer is the host of local variants, typically on blond lagers, which are only partially filtered. Sometimes known collectively as landbier, they include types that are simply cloudy (zwickelbier), some that are cellar-conditioned (kellerbier) and a few in which carbon dioxide is vented during lagering (ungespundetes).


Franconian brewers claim a slice of history by perpetuating the use of wood-smoked malt in their rauchbier – at the same time inspiring a host of new wave smoked beers from Alaska to Poland.


Finnish and Estonian farmhouse brewers create respectively sahti (see Style Spotlight) and koduōlu, beers filtered through juniper boughs and fermented with bread yeast, served by necessity young and fresh for the lack of hops.


Lithuanian brewers celebrate their curious history with kaimiškas (see Style Spotlight), individualistic for a number of reasons, but most notably for adding “hop tea” to rapidly fermented wort post-mashing.


Finally, the craft brewing renaissance has witnessed the emergence or re-emergence of a cacophony of new methods of beer making, both authentically recreated and imagined. In the first group we place barrel-aged and barrel-conditioned beers, beginning in a multitude of styles and spending time in a variety of different barrels, including those that previously held wine, bourbon, single malt whisky, Cognac, Calvados or, in at least one case, barrels previously used to age maple syrup. Of particular interest in this area, we find, is what Brazilian brewers are currently doing with the exotic woods of the Amazon and Italian brewers with disused wine barrels.


In a similar vein, fresh or unkilned hops are used in a new class of wet hop beers, mostly ales and primarily in the USA, but otherwise of almost any hop-driven style the brewer wishes to brew.


At this stage in the development of beer, we see no end to new inventions and possibilities.
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SUSPECT STYLES & TENUOUS TRENDS


Very few observers in the mid-1990s would have predicted the rise of IPA as the dominant craft beer style of the new millennium thus far. Too bitter, most would have said – as many did – and in a culture where healthy eating and increasingly moderate drinking were the dominant themes, surely a 7% alcohol content would be considered too high?


What did they know? What did we know?


The fact is that beer trends have become pretty much unpredictable over the last two or three decades. Just when you think that IPAs may have maxed out their strength and bitterness, along come double IPAs. Imagine that every long-forgotten beer style that could be revived has been, then sit back and watch the rise of an obscure Polish beer called grodziskie (see Style Spotlight). Figure that so-called “sour beers” are too laborious and time-consuming to create in large quantities, and no sooner do brewers develop kettle souring to make the cruder flavours of a months-long process achievable overnight.


That said, craft beer is not immune to the fads, fashions and flights of fancy that have long beset mass-market beer (remember ice beer?). And those, it must be noted, are usually a bit easier to identify.


FRUIT IPA


Occasionally it is possible to place the credit – or blame – for a beer trend at the feet of a single brewery, and so it is with fruit IPAs. For while some might argue that Vermont’s Magic Hat Brewing actually kicked things off with their apricot-flavoured “not quite pale ale” #9, it was in fact California’s Ballast Point Brewing that really started the ball rolling when they brought out a grapefruit-charged version of their Sculpin IPA in 2013.
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It is still unknown if the grapefruit was originally added as a substitute or supplement to the citrusy hops that characterize regular Sculpin, but either way the modified beer was an immediate hit. In short order, Grapefruit Sculpin went from being a novel curiosity to the sort of beer that sold out the same day a keg was tapped at the local beer bar.


Other fruit IPAs naturally followed, and then the onslaught began. Soon, it was not only commonplace for US breweries to have one, two or more fruited IPAs in their portfolio, but the trend spread to Canada, England, Continental Europe and even Australia.


The problem is that the “style” has now gone from the natural progression of adding grapefruit peel or juice to already grapefruity IPAs to the addition of all sorts of not-necessarily-logical fruits, from pineapple to mango to kiwi. Some of these odd interpretations work, but many more fall out of balance and wind up tasting like bitter fruit beer rather than well-rounded fruity-hoppy ale, which may well signal that this is a trend that will burn itself out sooner rather than later.


KETTLE SOURS


Only a few years old, kettle souring is the process of inoculating wort with various bacteria to lower its pH and then boiling it so that further bacterial growth is inhibited. This brings a level of tartness to the fully fermented beer and so has become a popular short cut, fuelling the growth of the so-called “sour beer” market. In particular, the process has proved popular in the production of low-strength styles such as Berliner weisse and gose.


The problem with kettle sours, however, is two-fold. On the one hand, many such beers are being sold for the same sort of elevated prices commanded by beers that spend many months in oak barrels to achieve a similar effect, while on the other, the process has a tendency to result in beers that are relatively simple in their profiles, with chemically slanted lactic flavours and negligible complexity.


[image: illustration]


And indeed, when compared with the depth and nuance of a beer that undergoes months or years of conditioning in wooden barrels, a kettle-soured beer cannot help but appear as a “one-trick pony” of acidity and little else. Given enough time, it is likely that even those beer drinkers who explore beyond their first couple will tire of such brews, particularly if they continue to be sold at inflated prices.


EXTREME TURBIDITY


With some exceptions, German- and Belgian-style wheat beers most prominent among them, cloudiness in modern beer has been generally frowned upon. In fact, since the advent of transparent glassware, clarity, or what is known in beer circles as brightness, has been prized above all as an indication of a well-made beer.


Then came the New England IPA, sometimes known as the NEIPA or the Vermont-style IPA, a much more extreme version of what started out as “unfiltered” blond lagers in Europe some decades ago (their principle being that a bit of flour in the body of the beer added to the otherwise less impressive flavour). These new interpretations are turbid in the extreme and nothing like that which has gone before.


Typically cloudy in appearance and loaded with fruity esters from both hopping and fermentation, New England IPAs rose to fame on the back of a beer called Heady Topper from The Alchemist brewery in northern Vermont. Other northeastern US and central Canadian breweries soon started to emulate the massively successful beer, and from there this new style spread westward and eventually overseas.


Along the way, the appearance of these beers gradually evolved, growing first densely cloudy, then turbid and finally reaching something resembling orange juice with a head on it. As the “turbidity stakes” grew hotter, it came out that some breweries were adding flour and fruit purées to increase the cloudiness and “juicy” character of their beers.


Surprisingly, the principal difficulty with such ales is not that their appearance might put drinkers off – a dense cloudiness has, in some circles, come to be perceived as a mark of quality – but that some of these ales lack the flavour stability necessary in a market where competition is growing and kegs or cans of beer might not wind up being consumed within an optimal time frame. As such competition grows further and the bloom starts to come off the turbid beer rose, it seems likely that this will become an even greater issue.
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THE TWO WORLDS OF BEER


The division of beer into the two broad categories of fast and industrial versus traditional and craft – dull versus interesting, if you prefer – began in earnest with the commencement of a consumer backlash against homogeneity that started building in the 1970s.


Since then, more than 60 countries have seen the revival, or increasingly the arrival, of a vibrant, local beer culture, often boosted by a growing import–export market. But how much impact is this having?


By 2017, the schism between these two philosophies of beer making seemed more pronounced than at any time in its commercial history. Global beer giants continue to see the job of a beer company as to spend as little money as possible making stuff that people can be persuaded to buy through branding and marketing.


In contrast, the massively growing number of craft or traditional brewers, be they tiny local concerns or companies now producing beer in brew runs the size of an Olympic swimming pool, concern themselves more with offering flavour, choice and authenticity – aims contrary to cost-cutting culture.


In 2016, the value of the US domestic beer market was around US$106 billion or 1.5% of the USA’s GDP. Of this amount, over US$23 billion constituted “craft beer” as defined by the US Brewers Association, a figure matched in growth and significance by the sales of imported beers. Sales of both continue to rise impressively year on year despite the overall volume of beer consumed falling. The brunt of the fall was borne by mostly well-known industrial brews.


A similar pattern exists around a world in which the number of commercial breweries has risen from roughly 4,000 in 1977 to more than 20,000 in 2017.


It is hard to define the proportion of beer produced that might be termed non-industrial, for three main reasons.


Firstly, what actually counts as craft, traditional or special beer? Does one include a blond lager simply because it is made by a small brewery that has existed since before 1960? In the UK and Germany, it is clear that some longer-standing and traditionally inclined producers are engaged in a race to the bottom on price, hiding behind pedantic definitions of quality rather than challenging consumers with the sort of more assertive flavours that are one of the hallmarks of the craft beers that are shaking up the market everywhere.


Secondly, should we be considering the proportion of total beer volume or of total sales, and if the latter, should this be the amount received by the brewers or by the end-point sellers? Craft beers tend to be both stronger and more labour intensive, factors that contribute significantly to the fact that the same measure of a craft beer will probably cost 30–50% more than an industrial brew. Which is not to deny that some retailers have a propensity to pimp the c-word in order to raise their margins.


Thirdly, there is the question of ownership versus intention. Can a global brewing company with a business built around shipping vast volumes of consumable liquids cheaply be expected to make carefully crafted beers in small quantities? Or if a global brewer buys a craft brand, is it ever going to be likely to retain craft production principles long-term?


Staking out how much of the beer in the world should now be considered “craft” is a matter of educated conjecture, though one Californian market analyst suggested early in 2017 that current global sales at the brewery gate stand at around US$85 billion per annum – a figure that in many countries will quadruple by the time the beer hits the glass – and projected a six-fold rise by 2025, based on current global trends.
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In less than 15 years, craft and traditional beers have switched from being quaint niche products to mainstream commodities, acknowledged as an essential and prominent part of the portfolio of any beer-selling company that wants to stay in business. Not bad for a small industry born out of taste, hope and individuality.


Meanwhile, AB InBev has now become the world’s largest brewer by far, by January 2017 holding 30% of global production and 50% of the profit from beer making, and posting a projected EBITDA (earnings before interest, tax, depreciation and amortization) of 38%. Yet in reality, the volume of industrial beer being drunk is falling steadily in most established markets and even in places like China, once seen as the key area of hoped-for expansion. The African market, a large percentage of which was acquired through the bank loans that enabled it to buy SAB Miller in 2016, is in effect their last throw of the dice.


Be in no doubt that we live in interesting times.
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BELGIUM


Long considered a Mecca for beer aficionados, Belgium’s brewing greatness lies in the sheer variety of what is brewed within its borders, from spontaneously fermented lambics to monstrously strong and complex dark ales. A new generation is now appearing on the scene to evolve and define further the country’s brewing culture, which is a delightful bonus.







IV SAISON


Jandrain-Jandrenouille, Jandrain-Jandrenouille, Wallonian Brabant; 6.5%





Arriving fully formed at the inception of its brewery in 2007, IV Saison is the beer that enhanced the most popular Wallonian saison style by using US hop varieties.




ALPAÏDE


Nieuwhuys, Hoegaarden, Flemish Brabant; 10%





Just up the road from Hoegaarden’s only independent brewery is a small brewhouse serving the family pub and a few distributors, creating a highly accomplished, strong and dark brown unclassifiable brew.




AMBRÉE


Caracole, Falmignoul, Namur; 7.5%





Arguably the classic contemporary take on an old-fashioned Wallonian ambrée, managing a neat balance of subtle fruity flavours, some with light caramel and a slightly burned edge.




ARDENNE STOUT


Bastogne, Sibret, Luxembourg; 8%





A strong stout that offers remarkably easy drinking by being softened with spelt, then smoothed out further in oak casks. The best of a good range from a rising star of the Ardennes.




AVERBODE


Huyghe, Melle, East Flanders; 7.5%





A brewery renowned for its massive range of gimmick beers has managed to epitomize the so-called abbey style in this clean and direct, unmistakably Belgian, medium-strong pale ale.




BLACK


Bellevaux, Malmedy, Liège; 6.3%





Dark winter ale based on the brewery owner’s taste memory for the UK brew Theakston’s Old Peculier from way back in 1975. And it comes eerily close.




BLACK MAMBA


Sainte-Hélène, Florenville, Luxembourg; 4.5%





This slowly evolving tiny Ardennaise brewery is finally settling down after playing about for 20 years. Progress is typified by this US-hopped, UK-styled simple but tasty stout.




BLOSSOMGUEUZE


Lindemans, Vlezenbeek, Flemish Brabant; 6%





This seventh-generation brewery has engulfed the family farm, turning it over to making lighter, sharp lambics that now include both a basil version and this one, with elderflower.




BRUNE


Abbaye des Rocs, Montignies-sur-Roc, Hainaut; 9%





Complex all-malt, delicately spiced ale that starts sweet but gains depth down the bottle. Made by one of Belgium’s first “new wave” breweries, founded back in 1979.




ICONIC BREWERY


WESTMALLE


Malle, Antwerp


The first and largest of the breweries that operate within the walls of a Trappist abbey, overseen by members of the Order and for the purpose of supporting the Order and its charities. Important to the development of the modern dubbel and tripel styles of Belgian ale. Best known for its deep, roasted, medium-strength Westmalle Dubbel (7%) and the heavier, cellar-evolving, almost honeyed golden blond Tripel (9.5%), but also able to craft Extra (4.8%), a delightfully simple blond ale once reserved for the abbey’s refectory.
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BUFFALO 1907


Van den Bossche, Sint-Lievens-Esse, East Flanders; 6.5%





Pure nostalgia drives the support for this authentic early-20th-century burned variant on a routine brown ale, from a fifth-generation family brewery better known for its stronger exports.




BUSH PRESTIGE


Dubuisson, Pipaix, Hainaut; 13%





Dubuisson has brewed an English barley wine since 1933, and Bush Prestige (aka Scaldis Prestige in some markets) is the late-bottled variant that spends an additional six months in oak casks before bottling to smooth out and evolve its character.




CUVÉE DES JACOBINS ROUGE


Omer Vander Ghinste, Bellegem, West Flanders; 5.5%





Created by injecting cultured wild yeast into a beer that then spends 18 months in oak, and originally only a mixer beer used in blending, it was released raw when a US importer tasted its potential.




CUVÉE VAN DE KEIZER BLAUW


Het Anker, Mechelen, Antwerp; 11%





Brewed annually on 24 February, the birthday of Hapsburg Emperor Charles V, who grew up in the town. No-holds-barred brewing makes a strong dark ale that improves on cellaring for a decade at least.




DE KONINCK


De Koninck [Duvel-Moortgat], Antwerp; 5.2%





The beer of the city of Antwerp is this light, sweetish pale ale that dates back centuries. It is always best when drunk locally and on draught in its synonymous glass, known as a bolleke (pronounced “ball-e-ke”).




EXTRA BRUIN


Achelse Kluis, Hamont-Achel, Antwerp; 9.5%





The standout beer from the newest of Belgium’s six Trappist breweries. A hearty, near-black winter ale noted for its intense malt, a little sherrying and a dab of hop.




GOUDENBAND


Liefmans [Duvel-Moortgat], Oudenaarde, East Flanders; 8%





Now brewed elsewhere but still matured at the Liefmans warehouse to create a somewhat sanitized yet evolving recreation of the softer type of aged brown ale.




GRAND CRU


St-Feuillien, Le Roeulx, Hainaut; 9.5%





Famed for making beers in huge bottles and able after decades to be self-sufficient, this massive but strangely delicate, golden-blond top-of-the-range ale is the must-try brewery statement.




GRANDE RÉSERVE


Chimay, Baileux, Hainaut; 9%





The bigger-bottled version of Chimay Blue, the strongest and consistently best regular beer from Belgium’s second-largest Trappist brewery.




GULDEN DRAAK


Van Steenberge, Ertvelde, East Flanders; 10.5%





Try to ignore the white plastic bottle wrapping and get to the ruby-brown strong ale inside to find, from an ardently Flemish brewer, a lusciously near-sweet brew of balanced ferocity.




HERCULE STOUT


Légendes, Ellezelles, Hainaut; 9%





A modern Belgian classic from the range produced at Légendes’s smaller brewery, this strong, dry stout dominated by roasted malt is probably unspiced yet incorporates billowing spicy aromas.




HOP RUITER


Scheldebrouwerij, Meer, Antwerp; 8%





This Dutch-spirited brewery is parked next to a beer hypermarket and distribution centre on the Belgian side of the border. This hybrid tripel-cum-double IPA is the best in the range thanks to complex hopping.
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ICONIC BREWERIES


CANTILLON


Anderlecht, Brussels


Not the largest or oldest lambic brewery, but by far the most expressive, notable for their provocative style, originality in new products, openness to brewery visits and sheer persistence. Beers, mostly bottled, include fermented-out old lambic Grand Cru Bruocsella (5%); the rule-breaking, all-malt and spontaneously fermented Iris (6.5%); a delightfully delicate cherry-steeped Kriek (5.5%); and the ground-breaking Saint Lamvinus (6.5%), steeped with grapes from Bordeaux.


RODENBACH [BAVARIA]


Roeselare, West Flanders


The largest-remaining creator of historically commonplace, recently near-extinct oak-aged brown ale, housed in large oak tuns for expert blending with younger brews. A work of distinctively Flemish preservation best expressed in sharp and caramelly, filtered and bottled Rodenbach Grand Cru (6%); upstaged occasionally in the single-cask Vintage (7%); and joined by cleverly cherry-steeped variants, including the recently revived Alexander (6%).







JAN DE LICHTE


Glazen Toren, Erpe-Mere, Flemish Brabant; 7.5%





One of the most accomplished newer small breweries in Flanders that concentrates on making fulsome takes on classic beer styles, like this stronger, more citrus, doughier take on a Belgian wheat beer.




KAPITTEL PRIOR


Van Eecke, Watou, West Flanders; 9%





Watou’s smaller brewery is also the Leroy family’s smaller one. Deep, dark, pear-dropped Prior is the second strongest in the Kapittel range. At its best from a 75cl bottle that has been cellared for a decade.




KRIEK MARIAGE PARFAIT


Boon, Lembeek, Flemish Brabant; 8%





The honorary professor of lambic culture and the story of beer, Frank Boon produces this top-of-the-range cherry lambic by adding his best cherries to his best lambic casks and then waiting until its time has come.




KRIEKENLAMBIK


Girardin, Sint Ulriks-Kapelle, Flemish Brabant; 5%





The raw draught cherry lambic produced on this old Payottenland farm is still found at local bars like De Rare Vos in Schepdaal, baffling beer lovers with its absurd classical beauty.




LUPULUS


Les 3 Fourquets, Bovigny, Luxembourg; 8.5%





One of a host of well-run small craft-orientated breweries in Wallonia making a range of hop-forward Lupulus beers, among which this original blond version is arguably the best.




MALHEUR BIÈRE BRUT


Malheur, Buggenhout, East Flanders;11%





Applying similar techniques to making beer that the wine growers around Épernay employ in producing their local plonk creates this golden malt wine that manages to be light, ultra-spritzy and heady.




MANO NEGRA


Alvinne, Moen, West Flanders; 10%





Strong black ale, nearest to an Imperial stout, sometimes pepped up by spirits-cask exposure. The most consistent beer from a brewery dominated by experimentation.




ORVAL


Orval, Villers-devant-Orval, Luxembourg; 6.2%





Once unique and still rare, presented in a beautiful bottle, this pungent Trappist brew from deep in the Ardennes is the result of dry-hopping a well-made pale ale and refermenting it with Brettanomyces.




CAN’T-MISS BREWERIES


BLAUGIES


Blaugies, Hainaut


Family-run farmhouse brewery creating a unique range of beers to their personal preference. The star is yeasty buckwheat Saison D’epeautre (6%); dry blond la Bière Darbyste (5.8%) is more elusive; heavy, earthy La Moneuse (8%) is a saison of sorts; while US collaboration La Vermontoise (6%) is a mid-Atlantic saison–IPA combo.


DE RANKE


Dottignies, Hainaut


Great beer designers revered by other brewers for bringing hops to Belgian ales and reviving versnijsbier, or “cut” beer, blended from lambics and ale. Summery pale ale XX Bitter (6%) is crammed with hops, delicately; Guldenberg (8%) succeeds in up-hopping a tripel; equally potent Noir de Dottignies (8.5%) defies easy styling; while Cuvée de Ranke (7%) ladles heavy lambic overtones onto sound pale ale.
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DOCHTER VAN DE KORENAAR


Baarle-Hertog, Antwerp


On the Dutch border in many different ways, capturing the new Dutch spirit with a Belgian twist in internationally modern Belle Fleur IPA (6%); newer doubled-up Extase (8.5%); dry, vanilla stout Charbon (7%); and pan-Belgian amber-brown Embrasse (9%). Oak-aged and spirits-cask versions also appear.


DOLLE


Esen, West Flanders


Pioneering revivalists in the 1980s now producing singular beers like the perfectly complex, sharp, dark and messy keeper Oerbier (9%); best fresh, golden hoppy blond Arabier (8%); lush light amber Easter brew Boskeun (10%); and heavy, succulent Christmas stunner Stille Nacht (12%). Special reserve editions matured in spirits casks crop up, too.


DRIE FONTEINEN


Beersel, Flemish Brabant


Passion-fuelled producers of classic Payottenland lambics. Lambik (5%) and Faro (5.5%) are only found on draught regularly at the café–restaurant in Beersel and at the nearby, brewery-run Lambikodroom. The authentic cherry beers, Oude Kriek (5%) and original Schaerbeekse Kriek (6%), along with their gueuzes, travel the world in bottles.


DUPONT


Tourpes, Hainaut


Squeaky-clean, eco-enthusiastic brewery in an idyllic farm setting. Responsible in part via importation for the US beer revolution, with beers such as the authentic light saison Biolégère (3.5%); the pioneering, genre-defining Saison Dupont (6.5%); the strong blond, faintly rustic, cleverly balanced Moinette Blond (8.5%); and the outstanding, dry-hopped Christmas-beer-turned-mainstay Avec les Bons Voeux de la Brasserie Dupont (9.5%).


RULLES


Rulles, Luxembourg


Village visionary from La Gaume, making near-perfect local beers that travel the world on merit. Fragrantly hopped Estivale (5.2%) lights up the summer; the practice-perfect Blonde (7%) is possibly the best in Belgium; as is the Triple (8.4%). Stout Rullquin (7%) is what happens to their brown ale when spiked with 10% of Tilquin lambic.


DE LA SENNE


Brussels


Attitudinally inventive, challengingly straightforward multi-talented brewers who lead a generation. Ever-so-simple Taras Boulba (4.5%) is their hoppy light ale; Stouterik (4.5%) is the multi-award-winning, standard light stout; Jambe-de-Bois (8%) is the cosy triple with a complicated aftertaste; and the 100% Brettanomyces-fermented Bruxellensis (6.5%) pushes all the buttons put there by ancient Orval.
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ST. BERNARDUS


Watou, West Flanders


Originally created to make beers for Trappist Westvleteren Brewery, now expanded to serve the world. Their Wit (5.5%) is most expressive of the Belgian style; Prior 8 (8%) is brown, fruity, complex and good-looking; Abt 12 (10%) is the heavyweight, fruity, bittersweet, self-styled quadrupel; and Christmas Ale (10%) is the dark and spicy winter warmer.


STRUISE


Oostvleteren, West Flanders


Determinedly boundary-pushing show-offs with a lot to show off about. Famed for long-aged, strong and soured heavy beers like heavy, dark Pannepot (10%), the lighter-hued and aged winter ale Tsjeeses (10%), an absurdly strong Imperial stout Black Albert (13%) and more recently for the cask-aged Ypres (7%). Ageing in reused casks is common.







OUDBEITJE


Hanssens Artisanaal, Dworp, Flemish Brabant; 6%





The lambic world’s only authentic strawberry lambic loses the fruit’s flavours within weeks, but retains a haunting and unmistakable aroma that cuts across the natural sourness of the lambic underlay.




OUDE KRIEK


Oud Beersel, Beersel, Flemish Brabant; 6.5%





Created largely from bespoke brews made at Boon and steeped to a unique recipe, this darker-than-average, earthy and rustic bottled cherry lambic is one of the classics of the style.




OUDE LAMBIEK


De Cam, Gooik, Flemish Brabant; 5%





This small gueuze blender and lambic steeper matures other brewers’ lambics to create beers of distinctly different character. Bottling at the end of maturation creates this ultra-dry single-cask lambic.




PETRUS AGED PALE


De Brabandere, Bavikhove, West Flanders; 7.3%





Arguably crude but unquestionably important, this was the first oak-aged mixer beer to be allowed out on its own, having been formerly used only in the creation of lesser blends.




PILS


Strubbe, Ichtegem, West Flanders; 5%





Founded in 1830, the same year as Belgium itself, this sixth-generation small family business creates almost every style of beer in Belgium, including perhaps the country’s hoppiest and tastiest blond lager.




PORTER


Viven, Sijsele, West Flanders; 7%





Commissioning their beers from the Proef brewery at Lochristi and seeking unashamedly international flavour profiles, this drinks distributor has the best range of Belgian-made US-style beers, including this hoppy stout porter.




QUETSCHE


Tilquin, Bierghes, Wallonian Brabant; 6.4%





The lambic world’s new star has pushed the envelope wisely with this clever and delicious, sharp-edged yet sumptuous plum lambic. Expect variants using other plum varieties.




ROCHEFORT 10


Abbaye Notre Dame de Saint-Rémy, Rochefort, Namur; 11.3%





One of three beers made in a classic copper-kettled brewhouse beneath a crucifix. A many-layered, heady, dried-fruit and caramelled elixir, demanding room-temperature service.




BREWERIES TO WATCH


BRUSSELS


Beer Project, Brussels


Brewing mostly at Anders in Limburg, to create modern Belgian takes on IPA Delta (6.5%), black IPA Dark Sister (6.5%) and strong hefeweizen Grosse Bertha (7%).
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