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  Sample entry:
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  [image: image] Name: Breweries are identified by their most common name, with either their parent company or, in some cases, operating business name following in brackets. In languages where the local word for “Brewery” or “Brewing Company” ordinarily precedes the brewery name, that word has been deleted. However, where it usually follows, words such as “Brewing”, “Brewery” or their linguistic equivalent have been retained in the title. So “Rodenbach” rather than “Brouwerij Rodenbach” and “Anchor Brewing” rather than “Anchor Brewing Company”.
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  [image: image] Location: This gives the village/town/city and the province/state.
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  [image: image] Descriptions: Efforts have been made to summarize the brewery’s personality and efforts in as concise a fashion as possible. Descriptive reviews and ratings are then provided for a maximum of five brands for each brewery.
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  [image: image] Ratings: Each beer has been rated on a scale of one to four stars, with most qualifying for this book with a minimum of two. An outlined star (☆) indicates a half.




  

    

    



    

      	⋆



      	Dependable quality but unexciting

    




    

      	⋆⋆



      	Above average character

    




    

      	⋆⋆⋆



      	Highly impressive, worth seeking out

    




    

      	⋆⋆⋆⋆



      	One of the world’s great beers, a champion

    


  




  Where a beer has year-to-year, format-to-format or batch-to-batch variation, an arrow (→) has been employed to denote the range of quality. So for example, bottles of Rodenbach’s Vin de Céréale tasted thus far have varied between one to three stars in terms of quality and character.




  Value: Although beer prices have been on the rise of late, we believe that, with but a small handful of special release exceptions, the overwhelming majority of ales and lagers produced today remain modestly priced. Thus, no consideration has been given to ratings in terms of value for the money, although we acknowledge that there may arise a need to introduce this in the future.




  Cross references to other entries have been made where applicable and are marked in SMALL CAPITAL LETTERS.




  Destinations: Throughout the book are listed specific Beer Destinations. In some instances, these are individual bars, restaurants or shops, while in others they suggest a specific city. In all cases, they represent what we view as the “best of the best” for local or regional beer enjoyment.




  

    

      	DESTINATION


      OOSTAKKER


    




    

      	Geerts Drankenhandel is the finest beer supermarket in Belgium (7 Ledergemstraat). Just off the Ghent ring road, it is well stocked, simply presented and full of rare Belgian and better imported beers. Good parking.
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  INTRODUCTION
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  There can be very little doubt that beer drinkers have never had it so good. In surveying the state of the brewing world for this book, we contacted experts and beer enthusiasts on six continents, from the classic European beer lands to the last places you might ever expect to discover a fine and flavourful ale or lager. And what we found is that worthy beer now resides almost everywhere.




  Yes, there remain pockets where craft beer has not yet infiltrated, mostly for reasons religious, political or economic. But by and large, from New Delhi to New Orleans and Sussex to Singapore, entrepreneurial brewers and beer aficionados have brought craft beer to every corner of the globe.




  Ironically, as this craft brewing juggernaut has multiplied exponentially, the large brewing corporations that control the bulk of the world’s beer sales have grown fewer and fewer, thanks largely to their persistent acquisition of one another. As a case in point, at the time of writing the largest brewing company on the planet, Anheuser-Busch InBev, had just swallowed the 50% it didn’t already own of the Mexican brewer Modelo, a move we anticipate will not only be ultimately successful, but also spark yet another round of “me too” purchases by others in the beer world’s top 10, such as SABMiller, Heineken, Carlsberg and MillerCoors.




  With expanding sales in their traditional bastions of North America and western Europe all but cut off, the world’s leading convenience brewers have been forced to look for growth in emerging markets, notably China and eastern Europe, and the acquisition of their competitors. What often goes unmentioned in the financial pages, however, is that the driver behind this is the appreciation of better beers, which is slowly but methodically eating away at the market share of the global brewing corporations.




  The personal journey involved in moving from drinking well-known brand beers to enjoying those of altogether greater character usually involves a walk down a one-way street accompanied by as many friends as will come, whether that be to discover cask-conditioned ales in the UK, perfectly formatted landbier in Franconia, the spontaneously fermented beers of Payottenland or Baltic porters from Poland. Or better still, all of the above.




  In consequence, life in the craft beer segment is more or less rosy. In pretty much every nation where craft brewing has been established – and we claim there are now active craft beer cultures in over 45 – sales have been steadily increasing since the start of the new millennium, and we have no problem suggesting that such growth should be expected to continue through the next several years, and most likely significantly longer, despite the financial situation.




  Which is not to say there are no hurdles to overcome. In youthful but developing markets such as Brazil and South Korea, where the big brewers are loathe to cede even a tiny fraction of their market share, any number of barriers conspire severely to limit craft brewery growth. Some of these are structural, such as the lack of a so-called “cold chain” of distribution in Brazil, whereby the beer is kept refrigerated from brewery to consumer, while others are legislative, like the regulation in South Korea that requires a distributing brewery to have a minimum fermentation and storage capacity of 1500 hectolitres. Most are surmountable.




  In more mature markets, several of the global leviathans are fighting back, with varying degrees of success and, this far at least, minimal impact. Efforts have been made to stifle competition by tying up retail space, securing exclusive distribution deals or flooding the marketplace with diverse brands, buying established and successful craft breweries and even creating speciality beer portfolios that deliberately hide the identity of the parent company.




  Yet through all of this, craft beer perseveres, indeed thrives, and perhaps more importantly, it evolves internationally. Which is why, although it was unquestionably true around the turn of the century, we do not believe it may still be said with veracity that the United States remains the most exciting country in the world for beer.




  While the world’s younger brewers and breweries accepted American craft beer guidance in the waning years of the 20th century and the early days of the 21st, embracing styles like American pale ale and IPA and being sure to attend events such as the ever-expanding, US-based Craft Brewers Conference, they were also poised to develop their own distinct and independent cultures. As the years have passed, these plans have come to fruition.




  Thus, Italian brewers, at first influenced in equal parts by the Belgians and the Americans, are now developing a singularly Italian approach to brewing. Similarly, the fast-improving Brazilians are actively seeking their own way, using woods and fruits of the Amazon to influence and shape their brews, and Kiwi brewers are employing the singular nature of New Zealand hops to put a stamp on styles they can truly call their own.




  The list goes on: Danes and their black beers; northern French bière de garde; Japanese brewers fermenting with sake yeasts; formerly underground Lithuanian brewers producing kaimiškas alus; and whatever the emerging breed of molecular-cuisine-influenced Spanish craft brewers have up their sleeves.




  It is these pockets of local exploration, and many others like them, both existing and emerging, that we find most fascinating today, and expect to be the way forward for craft beer in the coming years. The most exciting place in the world for beer today is about to be in a bar or beer shop near you.




  WHAT IS CRAFT BEER?




  [image: line]




  Although believed in some quarters to be a product of American small brewery marketers, the phrase “craft brewing” and its corollaries “craft brewed beer” and “craft beer” in fact date to at least the mid-1970s, during which time they were used to refer to small, artisanal and usually family-owned European breweries and their brands. Or more simply, whatever was not a large and usually multinational brewery or beer.




  Today, the question of what makes a beer “craft” is a little thornier, but the answer remains in part the same. Brewing corporations that operate on a massive scale are, for the most part, devoted to the image of their beer rather than the flavour – although exceptions certainly do exist and where appropriate have been noted within these pages. Craft breweries are smaller by degrees – although with care it is possible to create assertively flavourful beers in massive single brew runs, this is only provided no corners are cut in recipe or method, which omits most of the options for cost-cutting.
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  It is the flavour part of the equation that we consider most significant, and to that end there exist techniques generally used in convenience brewing that are normally shunned in the craft sector, beginning with high-gravity brewing.




  Widely practised by multinational breweries, high-gravity brewing is the fermentation of beer to an alcohol content of 150% or higher than the intended packaging strength and the subsequent dilution of the beer at bottling, canning or kegging to that final potency. So, for example, a beer meant to appear in the bottle at 5% alcohol by volume might be fermented to 7.5% and watered back to 5% just prior to packaging, so rewarding a brewery with, say, 150,000 litres of bottled beer from a tank with a holding capacity of just 100,000 litres.




  The use of brewing adjuncts is another area of differentiation between craft and convenience breweries. Where the latter often employ alternative sources of fermentable sugars, such as corn, rice or liquid sugar, to thin out and lighten the body of their already rather benign beers, craft breweries will tend to use smaller quantities of the same substances to achieve favourable flavour or balance, or both, moderating the weight of a strong ale, for example, or adding a grainy or caramelly accent to the taste of a weaker beer.




  One rather romantic and superficially attractive definition of craft beer argues that it has “the brewer’s thumbprint” on it, suggesting an ale or lager created by personality as well as technology and science. While we admire this notion, we would suggest that perhaps a less esoteric way to express it might be through a brewery’s willingness to experiment, innovate and take risks.




  Starting a business is always a risky undertaking, even more so when it must compete against established giants that not only dominate the market to near-exclusivity, but in many cases also control the means of distribution. Add in a determination to expand the market from the ubiquitous light lager to the rich tapestry of ales and lagers we enjoy today and it’s clear that risktaking and innovation are among the hallmarks of craft brewing.




  On a related note, in a true craft brewing company, the ideas flow from the brewers to the marketing division, while in large-scale convenience brewing operations, the reverse is true. Looking at some of the delightfully illogical beers that craft breweries have created and made successful and comparing them with such big beer “innovations” as a can that changes colour when cold or a pink brew directed at the female market, it is an easy conclusion to draw.




  Beyond size and risk and personality and intent, perhaps the single characteristic that most marks a craft brewery is a willingness and intent to lead. For all the most important steps forward the global brewing industry has taken over the last three or four decades have come as a result of craft beer instigation, marking the craft brewer as someone intent on changing the status quo, rather than being content to follow the herd.




  BEER STYLES
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  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, and 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 readers with 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 in 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 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, or lagered, at relatively warm temperatures for short periods – an ale – should tend toward a fruitier character. Those fermented at cooler temperatures with a yeast of the family S. pastorianus and lagered for longer periods of time at cool temperatures – lagers – should not. Combine ale yeast with a lager-style conditioning and you have the hybrid styles of kölsch and altbier, respectively native to Cologne and Düsseldorf in Germany, 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.
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  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 as wild beers or sour beers.




  ADD COLOUR AND STRENGTH




  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, even when such beers are relatively dark in colour. “Pale” or “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 ordinary ales or lagers with a blush of colour, while “red” has varying degrees of Irish and Flemish (northern Belgian) authenticity, but is just as often used to describe a beer of uncertain style. “Dark” is also used in fairly random fashion in the English-speaking world, but retains validity in Bavaria where its translation, dunkel, should indicate a brownish lager of a style once strongly associated with Munich, and in the Czech Republic, where the term is tmavý.




  “Brown” implies the use of more roasted malts and, while historically associated with a class of fairly winey brown ales from England or a tart, fruity oud bruin style native to northern Belgium (related to the Flemish red, above), may now apply to a wide variety of flavours, from sickly sweet to forcefully bitter, mild to alcoholic. “Black” is usually reserved for porters and stouts, although bottom-fermented German schwarzbier also deserves inclusion.




  As for alcoholic strength, although commonly used around the world, few words are less useful to a beer description than “strong”. The difficulty is in terms of context, since in parts of Scandinavia, strong beer (starkøl) is defined as being above 4.7% ABV, not far from where the British would place the definition, while most Belgians, North Americans and Italians would be hard-pressed to consider anything below 6% or 7% to be “strong”.




  The terms dubbel/double and tripel/triple are monastic in origin and have proved both durable and international. Historically used to indicate a beer fermented from a mash with greater malt sugar 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%. Most commonly, 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 modern American double IPA, usually an ale of significant strength and aggressive bitterness.




  Tripel/triple likewise owes its origins to monastery breweries, although its advent is more recent, having been first employed in the 20th century. It usually describes a very specific type of blond, sweet-starting but usually dry-finishing strong ale, although is today sometimes used with IPA to suggest an even stronger and hoppier brew. Quadrupel/quadruple/quad, on the other hand, is a modern affectation, the first variant originally used by the Dutch Trappist brewery, La Trappe, to designate its new high-strength ale in 1998, hence the Dutch spelling – to imply heritage.




  Historically, the term barley wine was used to indicate a beer of wine strength, though the modern interpretation sometimes brings it closer to old ale in its British guise, that is, a beer requiring some period of bottle-ageing, or high hoppiness in its American interpretation, and sometimes both.




  Imperial has experienced a recent transformation from its original Imperial Russian stout designation, meaning a strong, intense, sometimes oily stout, to the suggestion that any style may be “Imperialized”, which is to say made stronger and more intense. Imperial pale ale as a synonym for double IPA is the most common of these, although Imperial pilsner, Imperial saison and even the hopefully tongue-in-cheek Imperial mild have been sighted.




  Brewers have for centuries used subtle nudge and wink systems to highlight alcohol content. The best-known remnant of this practice is the Scottish “shilling” system, whereby ales are measured from 60 shilling, or 60/-, for the lightest ale, to 90/- for the strongest, the last sometimes also called “wee heavy”. In the Czech Republic, 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.




  FACTOR IN THE GRAINS




  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, weisse, hefeweizen or hefeweissbier, all normally indicating a beer with added yeast in the bottle, unless specified kristall, meaning clear. Also included in this family are the derivatives dunkelweisse and weizenbock, respectively meaning dark and strong wheat beers. Quite different is the more obscure Berliner weisse, kept light (usually +/-3.5%) and made tart through the use of lactic acid during fermentation.




  Spontaneously fermented Belgian lambic is by law a wheat beer, though more common in Belgium and elsewhere is witbier (white beer, bière blanche), 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 simply been made lighter of body through the use of malted wheat. Some craft brewers in the US and elsewhere have started to make strong wheat beers called wheat wines, referencing barley wine.




  Other grains in general usage include oats, which brings sweetness and a silky mouthfeel to oatmeal stouts and other, more unconventional beers such as oatmeal brown ales; rye, which bestows a spiciness upon rye pale ales and rye IPAs, as well as the odd lager-fermented roggenbier, of German origin; buckwheat, blackened and used in the Brittany beer style, bière de blé noir; and an assortment of non-glutinous grains employed to create the growing class of gluten-free beers.




  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 candy 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 United States are having a go. The exception to this rule is where unfermentable sugars are added 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 have always been Fuggle and Golding, not necessarily because it was planned that way, but because they are what Kentish hop farms were and are still growing. (A wider variety are typically employed in the stronger, maltier Extra Special Bitter, or ESB, but Fuggle and/or Golding are often still used.)
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  When what we now recognize as the American-style pale ale was established in the 1970s, the hop used to give the beer its trademark citrus bite was Cascade, although now a variety of other so-called “C-hops” are considered acceptable, including Centennial and Chinook. By extension, these hops have also grown to be emblematic of the American-style IPA and its recently developed sibling, the black IPA, which might equally be described as a hoppy porter.




  More recent hop-defined beer styles include two from New Zealand, the New Zealand-style pilsner and the New Zealand-style pale ale, both flavoured with grapey, tropical-fruity Kiwi hops, notably Nelson Sauvin and Motueka. As hop cultivation becomes increasingly scientific and more hybridized varieties are created, we may and most likely will see more beer styles identified by the variety of hops used.




  While hops can be considered a core ingredient of any beer, other flavourings are distinctly optional, including herbs and spices. While we still see the odd beer identified as gruut (sometimes grut or gruit), 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 used prior to the widespread use of hops in brewing, before Pierre Celis pitched coriander, cumin and dried Curaçao orange peel into the witbier he revived in the Belgian town of Hoegaarden in 1966, the extent to which brewers, Belgian or otherwise, spiced beers is questionable. Today, however, beers can 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, failing the creation of all manner of sub-categories – black pepper beers, white pepper and allspice beers, grains of paradise beers, and so on – it remains the best available option.




  We can blame popular modern Belgian brewers for the arrival of fruit syrups in 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. While collectively known as fruit beers, this is often a misnomer as the additives are often a considerable distance from their time on the tree.




  Stout in particular, but also porter and other types of brown ale, are increasingly having vanilla, cocoa and coffee added to them in formats that range from whole pods or beans to syrups and essences, with varying degrees of success.




  One of the most curious additives is salt, once commonly and still variously used in dry Irish-style 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 chestnuts to their beer, whether in whole, crushed, honey or jam form. Whether it or any of the multitude of other additives and seasonings currently in use – from root vegetables to nuts to flowers and even tobacco leaf – stand the test of time once the initial excitement wears off, remains to be seen.




  NATIONAL ADJECTIVES




  Various nationalities and regionalities have grown in recent years into beer style descriptors. While some rankle – the term “Belgian” for a beer quite clearly brewed elsewhere than Belgium, for example – they do in most cases provide useful information.




  Because some Belgian ales taste spicy, whether by dint of the yeast used or spices added, yeast propagation companies have developed yeast strains meant to mimic this effect, hence Belgian-style has come to mean a spicy or sometimes somewhat funky take on an understood beer style – i.e. Belgian pale ale, Belgian IPA, and so on.




  Hop-related styles already discussed include US or American-style for pale ales and IPAs seasoned with Cascade and other such hops, and New Zealand-style (Aotearoa-style) pilsner and pale ale. British-style, usually used in conjunction with pale ale, IPA or barley wine, generally indicates not only the less aggressive hop character of a Golding, Fuggle or Northern Brewer hopping, but also a pronounced maltiness.




  Scotch ale or Scottish-style ale suggests a beer of quite significant maltiness, with strength of up to 8% 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 defines a beer that is not a porter at all, but rather a strong, dark and usually sweet bottom-fermented ale; 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; 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, clovey and/or banana-ish when applied to a wheat beer.




  AND THE REST




  Several other old and new styles and derivatives also deserve mention here.




  The need for beer during the non-brewing months of summer has historically led to the creation of several somewhat related styles, including märzen in Germany, bière de garde in France and saison in southern Belgium. Each is distinguished by a slightly elevated alcohol content and normally increased hopping rate, both employed 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, a custom mirrored in the spring in all but Norway with a pale maibock or lentebok. The latter fell in line with a tradition across much of northern Europe to produce stronger beers around the Lenten period.




  The Germans also claim a host of local variants on usually blond lagers that are only partially filtered, sometimes known collectively as landbier and including types that are simply cloudy (zwickelbier), some which continue some fermentation in the pub cellar (kellerbier) and a few in which carbon dioxide is allowed to be released during lagering (ungespundetes).




  Franconian brewers claim a slice of history by perpetuating the use of wood-smoked malt in their rauchbiers – at the same time inspiring a host of New World smoked beers – while Finnish and Estonian brewers do the same with their sahti, a beer filtered through juniper boughs and fermented with bread yeast, served by necessity very young and fresh.




  Finally, the craft brewing renaissance has witnessed the emergence of a cacophony of new styles, both real and imagined, classifiable and almost ethereal. In the last group we place barrel-aged and barrel-conditioned beers, which begin in a multitude of styles and spend time in a variety of different sorts of barrels, from those which previously held wine, to bourbon barrels, to, in at least one extraordinary case, a barrel 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.




  In a similar vein, fresh or unkilned hops are used in a new class of wet hop beers, mostly ales and primarily in the United States but otherwise of almost any hop-driven style the brewer wishes to brew. And beers named for occasions or seasons, including Christmas and winter ales, summer beers and harvest ales, suggest general character traits – heavier in winter, lighter for summer – but little else.




  BEER AT THE TABLE




  [image: line]




  by Stephen Beaumont




  Although through the millennia beer has been enjoyed in all manner of ways, from workplace restorative to meal accompaniment and evening refresher, over the past two centuries or so it has been largely confined to the role of social elixir, what you go out for “a couple of” with colleagues after work or enjoy with friends on a Friday or Saturday night.




  With the emergence of craft breweries and their vast array of beer styles, however, beer has rediscovered its place at the table. And with the remarkable diversity of aromas and flavours currently being brewed, it’s no wonder. Indeed, with its multiple ingredients and diverse fermentation possibilities, it can be argued that beer has even greater versatility in food pairing than does wine.




  Included in that versatility are the myriad flavourings that may be used in brewing, from coffee and chocolate to a host of herbs, spices, fruits and so on. We have, for the most part, excluded these beers from our pairings – except for dessert – but they should be considered whenever the beer’s flavouring is harmonious with the food’s.




  The following is our attempt to demystify the process of partnering food with beer, although we caution that while a well-orchestrated match can be a most delicious and enjoyable experience, the best pairing is always the beer you want with the food you desire.
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  BREAKFAST
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  Waiting “until the sun is over the yard-arm” before having a drink is a popular aphorism in parts of the world, but hardly a universal truth. Although it is becoming less common to find beer consumed early in the day, the practice is far from extinct and does come with certain gastronomic benefits.




  Bagel and cream cheese: A not-too-hoppy pale ale.




  Churros: A chocolaty stout or porter or, if you’re feeling adventurous, a malty and not-too-strong barley wine.




  Croissant: You’ll likely be having this with an espresso or café au lait, but try a chocolaty porter for something different.




  Eggs Benedict: Cut the richness of the hollandaise with a crisp helles lager.




  French toast with fruit: Here a sweeter kriek or framboise is useful.




  Fresh fruit with yogurt: A dryish fruit lambic or a Berliner weisse with or without syrup.




  Full English breakfast: With so much on the plate, best keep the beer light. A golden bitter will do the trick.




  Granola: If with milk, a nutty brown ale. With yogurt, a Flemish brown or red ale.




  Oatmeal: Oatmeal stout, of course.




  Pancakes with maple syrup: Oatmeal stout, preferably a sweeter and not so roasty example.




  Raw or cured ham: A crisp pilsner, especially if mild cheese is also served.




  Scrambled eggs: A Belgian-style wheat beer is a natural.




  Smoked salmon: Dry stout or a softly smoky rauchbier or smoked porter.




  Weisswurst: Weissbier is the traditional accompaniment, and for good reason.




  LUNCH
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  While almost anything may be eaten for lunch, the key to pairing beer with the midday meal is to keep the alcohol content low and the refreshment element high, so the effect is restorative and invigorating rather than filling and dulling.




  Chicken, fried: Anything light and hoppy, from US-style pale ale to pilsner or kölsch.




  Chicken wings, spicy: For medium heat, pilsner; for hot, US-style pale ale or IPA.




  Chicken sandwich with mayonnaise: Bière de garde or märzen.




  Clam chowder: (New England-style) A hoppy blond ale or golden bitter; (Manhattan-style) Vienna lager or altbier.




  Crab cakes: Dry porter or a schwarzbier.




  Croque monsieur: A spicy, Belgian-inspired blond ale.




  Hamburger: Dry, hoppy and aromatic US-style pale ale, or crisp pilsner.




  Nachos: Spicy, cheesy and sloppy, this dish needs a beer to clean it all up: a crisp pilsner or restrained UK- or US-style IPA.




  Oysters, raw or cooked: Dry stout, or gueuze lambic for a tasty variation.




  Pizza: (Tomato) Vienna lager or bock; (White) Weissbier or, if cheesy, weizenbock; (With the works) A big US-style IPA.




  Ploughman’s lunch: Best bitter or UK-style pale ale.




  Pulled pork: Märzen or bock.




  Quiche Lorraine: Altbier or dark mild ale.




  Salad, cobb: Pale ale or saison.




  Salad, green with vinaigrette: Helles for a conventional approach; gueuze lambic for a refreshing alternative.




  Salad, tuna: Brown ale if without pickles; porter or light stout if with pickles.




  Soup, cream: Pilsner.




  Soup, French onion: Pale ale or best bitter, or one of the hoppier and darker examples of bière de garde.




  Veal schnitzel: Pilsner if greasy; märzen if not.




  DINNER
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  FISH
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  The key to pairing beer with fish is to start light and increase the weight of the beer according to the fattiness of the fish, the richness of the sauce, and so on. Also, fish generally don’t take terribly well to hoppiness, often producing a metallic or minerally flavour in response, so well-hopped pilsners, pale ales, IPAs and the like should be employed judiciously.




  Brandade: A simple, fruity blond ale.




  Ceviche: The citrus makes this a fairly acidic dish, so match with the acidity of a fruit lambic or a tamer coriander-forward Belgian-style wheat beer or a kölsch.




  Cioppino: This fennel and seafood stew from San Francisco pairs wonderfully with that city’s beer claim to fame, steam beer, also known as California common beer.




  Crab: Almost any way it’s prepared, a sweetish porter will be crab’s best friend. Make it hoppier if the crab is softshell and fried or heavily spiced.




  Fish and chips: Best bitter or British-style pale ale, please.




  Fish baked in a salt crust: This technique yields profoundly moist and flavourful flesh, suitable for pairing with a märzen or schwarzbier.




  Haddock, halibut, cod and other firm and meaty fish, poached, sautéed or roasted: Meaty but light in flavour, these fish will accept almost any sort of nonhoppy ale or lager, from bière de garde to bock to light porters and dry stouts.




  Lobster, cold with mayonnaise: Bock or malty dubbel.




  Lobster, steamed with butter: A nutty and sweetish brown ale will accentuate the flavours of the lobster.




  Mackerel, sardines, herring or other dark and oily fish, grilled: The fattiness of these fish beg for some hops to cut through the oil, so try a balanced, citrusy pale ale.




  Monkfish, roasted: Oatmeal stout or Baltic porter.




  Mussels: It’s a myth that mussels should be enjoyed with the beer used to steam them, since a few cloves of garlic or a bunch of herbs can change the flavour playing field completely. Start with a Belgian-style wheat for lighter preparations such as lemon and parsley and increase the beer’s weight as the flavours grow bolder. Avoid high bitterness in all cases, though.




  Pad Thai: This dish mixes salty, sweet and sour, usually with a decent amount of spice, so reach for the workhorse of beer and food pairing, pale ale.




  Paella: Garlic and a multitude of different flavours suits this to a Czech-style pilsner or British-style pale ale. Or if it’s a very rich version, try one of the lighter Trappist ales.




  Prawns (shrimp), barbecued New Orleans-style: This dish begs an IPA or double IPA. Alternatively, go for a severe, refreshing contrast with a crisp pilsner.




  Prawns (shrimp), garlic: German- or Czech-style pilsner, light pale ales.




  Red snapper, sea bass and other light and lean fish, poached, sautéed or roasted: Keep the beer light and fresh. Almost any wheat beer will work, or a helles if a little garlic or spice is involved.




  Sablefish, black cod, sturgeon and other firm, oily whitefish, poached, sautéed or roasted: Although delicate of taste, the oils in these fish allow for a little hoppiness and their firm flesh invites a bit of weight. Märzen, or a not overly hoppy altbier or UK-style pale ale.




  Salade Niçoise: Dressed with vinaigrette and prepared with the traditional canned tuna, this salade composée suits a saison.




  Salmon, seared or grilled: Dry stout.




  Scallops: On their own, sautéed or baked, their sweet and delicate taste begs for kölsch or Belgian-style wheat beer.




  Seafood curry: Break out the pilsner and make it hoppier as the curry gets hotter. For a rich coconut milk curry, try an abbey-style tripel.




  Sushi or sashimi: Varies according to the fish and other ingredients included, but if disinclined to drink sake, a kölsch, altbier or schwarzbier can be quite nice.




  Trout, grilled or fried: New Zealand-style pilsner, if you can find it, or a light and fruity blond ale if you cannot.




  Tuna, grilled or seared: Properly served raw in the middle, so any suggestion of hoppiness will bring out metallic tastes in the fish: stick to a dubbel, sweet bock or other medium weight and malty ale or lager.




  MEAT
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  Red meat allows you to bring out the big guns of beer – abbey-style ales, double IPAs, barley wines and such. Poultry, on the other hand, allows for great leeway from lagers and lambics all the way to brown ales and porters. And everything German is good with pork.




  Beef cheeks, braised: Imperial stout or strong abbey-style ale.




  Beef, roast, medium to well done: The browner the meat, the browner the ale. Try a nutty brown ale for medium and head towards porter for more well-done beef.




  Beef, roast, rare: Rich, meaty sweetness is best balanced by pale ale or best bitter.




  Beef stew with potatoes, carrots, etc: Brown ale or porter.




  Beef Stroganoff: Something big and beefy, like a malt-driven barley wine, strong abbey-style ale or even a whisky-barrel-aged stout.




  Carbonade de boeuf: The Belgian equivalent to boeuf bourguignon, cooked with beer. A tart Flemish red or brown ale, or a moderately strong wild ale, is wonderful if the stew is finished with a little acidity, or a malty Trappist or abbey-style brown ale if not.




  Cassoulet: Deliciously fatty, this dish calls for hoppiness without excess weight, meaning a tripel or traditional saison.




  Chicken or turkey, roast: Traditional (oude) gueuze is a superlative match.




  Chicken or prawn vindaloo: The ultimate accompaniment to spicy curries is, coincidentally, India pale ale.




  Chilli con carne: A dish with many guises – meaty, bean-forward, spicy, turkey – calls for a beer with great flexibility of flavour, pale ale or, if very spicy, IPA.




  Coq au vin: Properly deserving of red wine, but a brown ale can do in a pinch. (Or try coq à la bière.)




  Duck or goose, roast: An ideal occasion for a proper tripel or a New World wine-barrel-aged strong golden ale.




  Duck two ways (roast breast and confit leg): Hoppy bocks love this dish, or a new style “hopfen” weissbier otherwise.




  Goulash: Balance refreshment with fat-cutting hoppiness and serve a restrained American-style pale ale.




  Haggis: Whisky-barrel-finished porter or stout, peated malt ale or a single malt.




  Ham, cooked: You can’t go wrong with German beers whenever pig is on the menu. Märzen, bock, rauchbier and weizenbock can all be marvellous here.




  Jambalaya: The hotter, the hoppier; start with a pale ale to partner with a mild spiciness and move to IPA when the hot sauce takes over.




  Lamb, roast: Rare to medium-rare lamb is wonderful with a rich, malty and – dare we say it? – winey brew. Try an old ale, British-style barley wine or strong porter or brown ale. Medium-strength Trappist or abbey-style ales work, too.




  Lamb rogan josh: A wonderful dish with lots of grease, calling for a malty double IPA or strong British-style IPA.




  Pork, roast: An earthy dunkel or bock.




  Rabbit: Full-bodied dunkel, sweetish brown ale or light porter.




  Sausages: Best bitter for beef; helles or bock for pork; weissbier for veal. Choose hoppier styles like pilsner, pale ale and IPA for spicier sausages such as Italian, chorizo and merguez.




  Shepherd’s pie: Best bitter or brown ale; sweet porter if properly (but now rarely) made with lamb.




  Spaghetti and meatballs in tomato sauce: Bock or doppio malto.




  Steak and kidney pie or Steak in stout pie: Brown ale, porter or stout as a catch-all; Flemish brown ale for the kidneys and Imperial stout for the steak-in-stout as perfection.




  Steak frîtes: Flavours that will crush any lager; choose instead an ESB or British-style pale ale.




  Steak tartare: A spiced or spicy strong abbey-style ale is a great match, or a malty pale ale if potency is a consideration.




  Sweetbreads: The most elegant and balanced strong golden ale you can find, with extra points for a lean and spicy body.




  Veal, roast: Brighten its character with a bock, or if served with gravy, a spicy dubbel. Berry-based and not overly sweet fruit beers are also an option.




  Venison: Either a traditional (oude) fruit lambic with lots of fruitiness or a wild ale fermented with berry fruit.




  Wild boar: Not to be treated as pork, boar deserves a strong bock or strong, rich, barrel-aged wild ale.




  VEGETARIAN DISHES
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  Vegetarian food arrives in such a vast variety of flavours that it’s difficult to make pairing generalizations. Below is a small sample offered for guidance.




  Baked pasta dishes: Best is often a dark lager with a degree of hoppiness, an earthy dunkel or an altbier.




  Cheese soufflé: A hoppy kölsch or wheat beer would work best.




  Couscous with vegetables: Mild and light, a Vienna lager suits this to a T.




  Grilled vegetables: With olive oil and herbs, a hoppy helles is a delight.




  Lentils: Altbier is a great match for the earthy flavour, but a dry brown ale will do if none are available.




  Macaroni cheese: Pair to the cheese, so a bock or brown ale if mild and best bitter or UK-style pale ale if sharper.




  Mushrooms: Pair wonderfully with any beer that emphasizes dark, earthy malts, from altbier to stout.




  Ratatouille: Richness plus garlic calls for a hoppy brown ale, equally hoppy bock, or perhaps a rye pale ale.




  Spicy vegetarian dishes: Lager or ale suit, with pale ales/IPAs serving as well as hoppy bocks or 12°-or-stronger Czech or Czech-style lagers or Imperial pilsners.




  Stuffed peppers: Green peppers call for a contrasting, cleansing flavour to balance, like a pilsner or helles. Switch to British-style pale ale if the peppers are sweet, and US-style IPA if the stuffing is spicy.




  DESSERT
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  Beer shines when it comes to dessert, especially when chocolate is involved. It is wise in most cases to choose a beer that is at least as sweet as the dish, if not sweeter, to avoid the beer’s flavour being trampled by the dessert’s sugar.




  Apple pie, strudel: An apple-flavoured, allspice- or cinnamon-spiced strong ale.




  Cakes and cupcakes; sponge cake with icing: Pale, sweet bock or a sweet Belgian or Belgian-inspired golden ale.




  Cheesecake: For a fruit-topped cake, pick a beer flavoured with the same or a complementary fruit. For liqueur-flavoured or caramel cheesecake, opt for a malty barley wine or more youthful old ale.




  Chocolate: Pair flourless chocolate cake with Imperial stout; chocolate pudding with doppelbock; nutty chocolate truffle with brown ale; milk chocolate with sweet porter; chocolate cheesecake with milk stout.




  Christmas pudding, mince pies: Barley wine or spiced winter ale.




  Coffee desserts: Coffee-flavoured stout; regular stout and porter; or Imperial stout or Trappist ale for strongly flavoured dishes.




  Crème brûlée: Strong and sweet blond ale, fruity or spicy or spiced.




  Fruit: For a fruit salad, hefeweizen; for berries in cream, milk stout, Flemish red ale or chocolaty brown ale; for fruit tarts, match the custard with a sweet, fruity blond ale.




  Lemon flavours: Wheat beers of varying types, selected according to intensity of the dish, or sometimes pilsners.




  Nuts: Brown ale, some bocks, old ale.




  Pecan pie: A bourbon barrel-conditioned stout or barley wine is a beautiful match.




  Sticky toffee pudding: Sweet Scotch ale.




  Tiramisú: Highlight the coffee with a sweet stout, or emphasize the creaminess with an abbey-style dubbel or stronger ale.




  Trifle: Scotch ale.




  CHEESE
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  Wine and cheese may get all the press, but beer and cheese is a more natural and harmonious pairing, as even many sommeliers now admit. The suggestions below are a mere starting point for a long and delicious journey.




  Bloomy rind cheeses (Brie de Meaux or Camembert): Porter or oatmeal stout.




  Firm, sharp and fruity-nutty cheeses (aged Cheddar, Gruyère, Manchego): Best bitter or UK-style pale ale (much the same thing) or dry porter or stout.




  Goats’ cheese, semi-soft and dry: Some hoppier versions of kölsch, bière de garde or saison fare well, but best is a traditional oude (old) gueuze lambic.




  Goats’ cheese, soft and moist: Belgian- or German-style wheat beer or helles.




  Hard, grainy, crumbly and sharp cheese (Parmigiano Reggiano, aged Gouda): Nutty brown ale, malty porter or rauchbier is nice, but a bourbon-barrel-aged porter or strong brown ale is bliss.




  Mild to moderately sharp and creamy blue cheeses (Cambozola, Cashel Blue, Stilton): Sweet stouts, strong, malty abbey-style dubbels and doppelbocks fare well with milder versions; for Stilton break out a malty, UK-style barley wine.




  Semi-soft, mild-mannered cheese (Edam, Havarti, Morbier): Bock; Irish ale; Scottish ale; some light and sweeter versions of abbey-style dubbel.




  Sharp, aggressive and mouth-drying blue cheeses (Roquefort, Cabrales, Gorgonzola): Break out the big guns, such as double IPA, US-style barley wines or strong Trappist or abbey-style dark ale.




  Washed rind, strong and pungent cheeses (Epoisses, Münster, Chimay à la Bière): Strong spiced or spicy Belgian or Belgium-inspired ales, the strongest of almost any Trappist brewery’s portfolio.
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  EUROPE
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  BELGIUM
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  Belgian beers are revered for their uniquely broad styling, from the absurdly robust to the nearly impossibly delicate, from extreme sweetness to frank acidity; some are pungent with spicing while others reek of the stable, and they come in every colour and format. That said, the concept of a beer "style" remains alien to many Belgian brewers, who dislike conformity.




  Modern Belgium's brewing heritage is built on diversity and mistrust, its lands having been invaded over 40 times by foreign powers in the past thousand years. They are outward-looking but inward-thinking, and they brew beers this way or that, because it seems right.




  Brewing influences include the traditions of monastic brewing kept alive by six brewing abbeys of the Trappist Order; the lambic brewers of Payottenland, whose lambic beers rely on wild fermentation and barrel-ageing; farmhouse traditions of seasonal brewing; and, since the country's last occupation ended in 1945, a plague of industrial lagers.




  If Belgian brewing has themes they include a love of conditioning beers slowly to perfection at or near the brewery, while at the same time trying obsessively to bring balance to brews that are by any measure extreme and sometimes unique.




  




  FLANDERS
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  The gruut barons of ancient Bruges may have been responsible for the modern Flemish weakness of putting spice in beer, or that might have been the influence of well-intentioned British beer writers of the late 20th century. It was certainly expat British brewers who earlier in the century had popularized sweet stout and lightweight pale ales called speciaal. However, firm brown ales, some aged to sourness, were a renowned feature of better Flemish taverns many centuries earlier, the oak-ageing tradition continuing to this day in West Flanders.
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  ACHEL




  Hamont-Achel, Limburg




  www.achelsekluis.org/english/frame_en.htm




  Newest Belgian Trappist brewery, near Hamont-Achel in Limburg since 1999. Delicate, hazy, hoppy, aromatic 5º Blond ★★☆ appears only on draught and on-site; while the Trappist Achel bottle-conditioned beers are slightly spicy, straw-coloured lighter tripel, Blond ★★☆; more typically monastic, richer, fruitier dubbel, Bruin ★★★; and chestnut-coloured, sweetish, chocolaty barley wine, Extra Bruin ★★★☆.
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  ALVINNE




  Moen, West Flanders




  www.alvinne.be




  Restless craft brewery, now at Moen, south of Kortrijk. Mostly experimental, sometimes wildly. Chinook and Amarillo hops dominate Belgo-US-style pale ale Alvinne Extra Restyled ★★★; the Freaky brands ★★ pack significant flavour into lightweight beers; and variants of the Three Wise Men Christmas beers Gaspar, Balthazar and Melchior ★→★★★ repeat the same at the heavy end. Can try too hard.
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  ANKER, HET




  Mechelen, Antwerp




  www.hetanker.be




  Ages-old brewery at Mechelen, expanded after 1945 and kicked into shape by the current team since 1998. Its Gouden Carolus beers include clear, heavily caramelized, dark brown Classic ★★★; US-influenced strong, pale, hoppy-faced but modestly bitter Hopsinjoor ★★☆; clean, precise, sweetish and light golden Tripel ★★☆; and premium-priced, annually recreated deep brown monster Cuvée van de Keizer Blauw ★★★→★★★★.
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  BAVIK




  Bavikhove, West Flanders




  www.bavik.be/home/index.asp




  Family-dominated brewery northeast of Kortrijk. Five low-alcohol tafelbieren ("table beers") like Triple Bock ★★ are of historic interest; summer and winter versions of Wittekerke wheat beer ★→★★ are popular; acidic, ultra-dry, oak-aged Petrus Aged Pale ★★☆ is an acquired taste; while ruby-tinted Petrus Dubbel Bruin ★★☆ coalesces polish with a nice malt mix and adequate hopping.
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  BOCKOR




  Bellegem, West Flanders




  www.bockor.be




  The fifth Omer Vanderghinste to head up his family's 1892 brewery at Bellegem south of Kortrijk is changing things. A new strong golden ale was also christened Omer ★★☆; the blended, faintly sour brown ale has relaunched as VanderGhinste Oud Bruin ★★; and the sour, 18-month-old lambic-like beer that adds its zing has been released to the US market as Cuvée des Jacobins Rouge ★★★.
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      	DESTINATION


      KORTRIJK


    




    

      	Boulevard (15 Groeningelaan) is a beautiful, ancient, laid-back café bistro with a wide range of beers and simple delightful snacks to enjoy in Burgundian style inside or overflowing onto the grass.
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  BOELENS




  St Niklaas, East Flanders




  www.brouwerijboelens.be




  Brewery founded 1993 at a drinks merchant near St Niklaas, west of Antwerp. Former honey beer specialist evolving into a star brewer. Waase Wolf ★★☆ is a light copper-coloured, spiced ale best described as Flemish; brown Dubbel Klok ★★★ is confident, caramel-laced, fruity and robust; blond Tripel Klok ★★★☆ matches an intense herbal hop aroma to a substantial, mellow, grainy body; leaving only golden Bieken ★★☆ flying the flag for honey beer.
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  BOSTEELS




  Buggenhout, East Flanders




  www.bestbelgianspecialbeers.be/main_eng.html




  Family brewery at Buggenhout, northwest of Brussels, famed for glassware. Candied amber Pauwel Kwak ★★ is served in a stand-mounted coachman's flask; spicy blond Tripel Karmeliet ★★☆, sweetened by wheat and oats, has a painted goblet; and DeuS ★★☆ is presented in Champagne flutes; a production method like that of classic sparkling wine is used to create a highly carbonated, pungent and expensive pale blond sparkling barley wine.
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  CNUDDE




  Eine, East Flanders




  www.westerring.be/index.php/nl/brouwerij-cnudde




  Not so much a brewery as a working antique, at Eine, near Oudenaarde. This occasional brewhouse puts out one brown ale and ages it in metal tanks. Cnudde Bruin ★★☆ is a dry, sourish, grainy brown ale with strong lactic presence, in which cherries are sometimes steeped to create rare, grab-it-if-you-see-it Bizon Bier ★★☆.
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  CONTRERAS




  Gavere, East Flanders




  www.contreras.be




  Farm-based brewery south of Ghent. Gradual renovation of equipment and brands brought a reliable range of Valeir beers. Blond is better double-hopped as Extra ★★; Donker ★★ is medium-brown and liquorice-laced; and Divers ★★☆ is a soft light golden tripel. Light copper local pale ale Tonneke ★★☆ baffles those drawn to big tastes and clear styles, as does its seasonal variant Especial Mars ★★.
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      	DESTINATION


      OOSTAKKER


    




    

      	Geerts Drankenhandel (7 Ledergemstraat) is the finest beer supermarket in Belgium, just off the Ghent ring road, well-stocked, simply presented, full of rare Belgian and better imported beers. Good parking.
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  DE KONINCK (DUVEL MOORTGAT)




  Antwerp




  www.dekoninck.be/en




  Brewed in Antwerp and part of the city's soul. Saved from closure by a takeover in 2010. Its main beer, an amber quaffer made with 100% malt and Saaz hops, is De Koninck, best unpasteurized on draught, OK in bottle, rough when in cask ★→★★. All other brands seem to fail, though neat and polished dubbel, Winter ★★, and clean, finely balanced, light amber Triple d'Anvers ★★ may work.
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  DE RYCK




  Herzele, East Flanders




  www.deryckbrewery.be




  Small century-old family brewery, between Ghent and Brussels. Pale ale Special De Ryck ★★☆ is soft but rugged-edged; while the newish range of Arend beers includes the interesting, zesty and yeasty Blond ★★; a workmanlike, dryish, caramelled brown Dubbel ★★; and a nicely evolving orange-blond Tripel ★★★ in which floral, citrus and sweet elements complement each other.
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  DILEWYNS




  Dendermonde, East Flanders




  www.vicaris.be/online




  The Dilewyns family's 2011 brewhouse at Dendermonde in East Flanders is their first in decades, arriving as precisely designed as their Vicaris beers. The Tripel ★★☆ is reliable, balanced, biscuity and full-flavoured; sometimes found blended with lambic as the clunky-sounding Tripel-Gueuze 7% ★★☆; while Generaal ★★★☆ is a star-quality, liquorice-laced, sumptuous brown ale, gifted by the brewer to her grandmother.
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  DOCHTER VAN DE KORENAAR




  Baarle-Hertog, Antwerp




  www.dedochtervandekorenaar.be




  Brewery (founded 2007) at Baarle-Hertog, a Belgian enclave in the Netherlands. Its main beers have become themes on which variations are played. Blond Noblesse went from kölsch to saison then excelled as Extraordinaire ★★→★★★; strong, spicy, rye-seeded Finesse ★★☆ is changed but not improved when barrel-aged; beefy brown Embrasse ★★☆ moves from strong porter to spiked when aged in whisky casks; and gently vanilla-imbued strong stout Charbon ★★☆ has yet to morph.




  

    

      	DESTINATION


      ANTWERP


    




    

      	Kulminator (32 Vleminckveld) is a charming old drinks café just off the city centre, with perhaps the largest range of aged beers found anywhere, mostly Belgian but with some other extreme rarities.
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  DUVEL MOORTGAT




  Breendonk, Antwerp




  www.duvelmoortgat.be/index.php?id=en-home




  Belgium's most successful independent brewery, at Breendonk near Antwerp. Flagship strong golden ale Duvel ★★★ might have lost a step over the years, but is occasionally redeemed by its various Triple Hop incarnations ★★☆→★★★☆; best light beer is Bel Pils ★★; while best of the declining Maredsous brands, 8 Bruin dubbel ★★ no longer cedes sweetness to complexity on ageing. Acquiring Liefmans of Oudenaarde led to an upgrade of its cherried ale to Cuvée Brut ★★★.
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  GAVERHOPKE, ‘T




  Harelbeke-Stasegem, West Flanders




  www.tgaverhopke.be




  Tiny brewery at Harelbeke near Kortrijk, sold on in 2007. Cursed by an earthy yeast strain, its beers are finally in transition, influenced by collaboration brewing. Variable strong blond Zingende Blondine ★★ can shine; and the unclassifiable old rascal Den Twaalf ★★☆ has recently become sharpish, multi-layered and more enjoyable.
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  GLAZEN TOREN




  Erpe-Mere, East Flanders




  www.glazentoren.be/home-eng.htm




  Small brewery run by beer writer Jef Van Den Steen and friends at Erpe-Mere, near Aalst. Tries to use locally grown hops in sweetish beers like amber Saison d'Erpe Mere ★★☆ beyond any saison style we know; perfumed, citrus, murky oats and buckwheat "double wit" Jan De Lichte ★★☆; orange-blond and prominently hopped Ondineke Oilsjtersen Tripel ★★★; and the excellent dark, rich Canaster Winterscotch ★★★☆.
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  GRUUT




  Ghent, East Flanders




  www.gruut.be/eng-introduction.html




  Annick De Splenter's 2009 pub brewery in Ghent makes her gruut beers without hops, a trick that is easiest in spicy, soft, citrus, clove and banana Wit Bier ★★☆; more difficult in the neutral, slightly citrus Blond ★★; not yet entirely credible in the slightly odd Amber Ale ★☆; but adequate in heavier, many-flavoured Bruin ★★☆.




  

    

      	DESTINATION


      BRUGES


    




    

      	't Brugs Beertje (5 Kemelstraat) is a simple, charming and welcoming backstreet café in old Bruges, where a quiet revolution in beer appreciation began in 1985, renewing its vows daily with a list of 300 beers.
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  HALVE MAAN




  Bruges, West Flanders




  www.halvemaan.be/index.php?id=13&L=2




  The Vanneste family reacquired its brewery in Bruges in 2007. The Brugse Zot beers tend to be safe, though the grassy, pale Blond ★★ makes an excellent fallback beer and equally reliable Dubbel ★★ is growing pleasant edges. Straffe Hendrik brands are bolder: Tripel ★★☆ being a crisp, golden-amber strong ale; and Quadrupel barley wine ★★★ being deep brown, rich and fruity. More is promised.
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  HOFBROUWERIJKE, 'T




  Beerzel, Antwerp




  www.thofbrouwerijke.be




  One-man hobby brewery at Beerzel, east of Antwerp, with a prodigious output of beers, some regular and impressive. Top of the tree is lightish, roasty, dry Irish-style stout Hofblues ★★★; unmistakably Belgian pale ale Hoftrol ★★☆ is a reliable all-malt creation; and lighter, slightly tangy pale ale Hofnar ★★, with whisky malt, is worth sourcing.
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  HOF TEN DORMAAL




  Tildonk, Flemish Brabant




  www.hoftendormaal.com




  A 2009 start-up on a smallholding at Tildonk, east of Brussels. The full plan involves growing its own barley and hops. Of the regulars, sweet, dark Donker ★★ and strongish, earthy Blond ★★ are the ones to go for. Experiments with ageing beer in spirits casks have produced Barrel-Aged Project beers ★→★★★, more often excellent than not. Wit Goud ★★, a strong blond beer with chicory, divides opinion.
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  KERKOM




  Kerkom, Limburg




  www.brouwerijkerkom.be/nl




  Brewing at the old farmstead in Kerkom, near Sint-Truiden in Limburg, has ceased for now, forcing the hire of facilities elsewhere to produce classically light, aromatic, super-hoppy Bink Blond ★★★; assertive, fulsome, golden Kerckomse Tripel ★★★☆; (US: Bink); ruby-brown, bittersweet and spiced seasonal Winterkoninkske ★★; and its blockbuster namesake, the huge and complex barley wine Grand Cru ★★★☆.
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  LEROY




  Boezinge, West Flanders




  www.brouwerijhetsas.be




  In Boezinge, West Flanders since 1720 but averse to limelight. Owned by the same family as VAN EECKE. Leroy Stout ★★ is a dark, sweet, ruddy-brown, low-alcohol milk stout; Sas Pils ★★ is precise with true pilsner character; Yperman ★★☆ is a ginger-coloured and caramelized Flemish pale ale; and Christmas Leroy ★★☆ is deeper and richer, usually achieved at medium gravity.
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  MALHEUR




  Buggenhout, East Flanders




  www.malheur.be/?




  Brewery (since 1997), added to a drinks merchant at Buggenhout in East Flanders. Regular Malheur beers include golden-blond 6 ★★, an English-style pale ale; and over-pepped blond tripel 10 ★★. Like near neighbour BOSTEELS it dabbles in classic-sparkling-wine-style, high carbonation beers but without pungent spicing. Of these, straw-coloured Bière Brut Reserve ★★★ is strong and appealing; while Brut Noir ★★★ is an effervescent dark malt drink spewing coffee and chocolate in its after-burn.
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  NIEUWHUYS




  Hoegaarden, Flemish Brabant




  www.nieuwhuys.be/www.nieuwhuys.be/Welkom.html




  Tiny 2006 brewery at Hoegaarden in Flemish Brabant. Soft but tangy Flemish pale ale Rosdel ★★ is a rarity; as is faintly floral, lightly coriandered witbier Huardis ★★; though the limelight beckons for its accomplished heavyweight brown tripel Alpaïde ★★★.
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  PALM




  Steenhuffel, Flemish Brabant




  www.palm.be




  The second largest independent ale brewer in Belgium, at Steenhuffel, northwest of Brussels. Owns RODENBACH and half of BOON. Surprisingly good pilsner Estaminet ★★ is made with Saaz hops and tastes of a brewery; easy-drinking staple Palm Speciale ★★ is well made and clean; amber-blond Royale ★★ is smoother, sweeter and stronger; and Steenbrugge Dubbel Bruin ★★ is a polished interpretation with added gruut.
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  PROEF




  Lochristi, East Flanders




  www.proefbrouwerij.com/index.aspx?lng=en




  Modern brewery at Lochristi, between Ghent and Antwerp, creating bespoke beers of high technical quality for hundreds of wannabe and established brewers. The in-house Reinaert range includes one of few examples of a 100% malt Tripel ★★☆; and heavy, chestnut-coloured barley wine, Grand Cru ★★☆. Its efforts for others all too often go unacknowledged.
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  RODENBACH (PALM)




  Roeselare, West Flanders




  www.rodenbach.be




  Unique 1899 brewery full of huge oak tuns, mostly ripening a single brown ale for up to two years. Blended into fresh beer this makes sour-edged, pleasant-enough Rodenbach ★★, but in its raw form, filtered and slightly sweetened it becomes Grand Cru ★★★☆, an ultra-tangy, red-brown ale of fine oak-aged character, often appealing to wine drinkers. Selected runs in larger bottles become Vintage ★★★★. Vin de Céréale ★→★★★ is an occasional and experimental single tun bottling of a higher strength brew.
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  ST BERNARDUS




  Watou, West Flanders




  www.sintbernardus.be




  Opened in 1946 to brew commercial scale beers for WESTVLETEREN. Went on to develop its own range, including highly spiced Wit ★★☆, a wheat beer of character; a blond, oddly bitter, lighter Tripel ★★★; dark, mellow, sweet, stronger dubbel, pear-dropped Prior 8 ★★★☆; massive golden-brown, fruity, alcoholic barley wine Abt 12 ★★★☆; and darker, spicy winter indulgence Christmas Ale ★★★.
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  SCHELDE




  Meer, Antwerp




  www.scheldebrouwerij.nl




  Began life in Dutch Zeeland, moving to Meer in northern Antwerp in 2008. Blond ales include sweet and spicy Strandgaper ★★; standout is the newish, crisper edged and better hopped tripel Hop Ruiter ★★★; frustratingly noncommittal Oesterstout ★★ is strong but not Imperial; and reworked pale barley wine 'n Toeback ★★ always seems too young.
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  SLAGHMUYLDER




  Ninove, East Flanders




  www.witkap.be/witkap/witkap/Home.html




  Family-owned 1860 brewery at Ninove, west of Brussels, becoming one of Belgium's first lager breweries in 1926. Its seasonal Paas- and Kerstbier ★★☆ are variations on its regular pilsner. Better known for its Witkap range, including slightly peppery pale ale Special ★★; fruity, aromatic, light blond Stimulo ★★☆; and unusual, yeast-spiced, straw-coloured Tripel ★★★.
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  SMISJE




  Mater, East Flanders




  www.smisje.be




  The hamlet of Mater's smaller brewery. The Smiske Nature-Ale ★★ is an instantly likeable pale ale using Poperinge hops and 100% malted barley, appearing dry-hopped as Extra ★★☆. Newer are ruddy-brown work-in-progress Bruin ★★; and the annually revamped heavyweight spiced barley wine Winter ★★☆.
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  STRUBBE




  Ichtegem, West Flanders




  www.brouwerij-strubbe.be/start/contact/nl




  Family brewery (1830) at Ichtegem in West Flanders. Well-hopped Strubbe Pils ★★☆ is perhaps Belgium's best; though easy-drinking, sour-edged brown ale Ichtegems Oud Bruin ★★ and the slightly sweetened form of its oak-aged parent beer, Grand Cru (6.5%) ★★★, are better known. Brews many other beers every year incluing Vlaskop ★★, a wheat beer made with unmalted barley.
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      	Bistronoom (22 Vindictivelaan) is a restaurant offering exceptionally fine dining with a unique range of around 150 Belgian beers in large bottles, for sharing over a carefully prepared and paired menu – book ahead.
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  STRUISE BROUWERS




  Woesten, West Flanders




  www.struise.noordhoek.com/eng




  Rock-star craft beer makers, less well recognized at home, brewing mostly at Deca in Woesten, West Flanders. First attracted attention with aged variations on dark barley wine Pannepot ★★★→★★★★; twisting and turning with fruit-steeped, equally strong winter equivalent Tsjeeses ★★★; and creating an absurdly strong, surprisingly approachable imperial stout Black Albert ★★★☆. To prove it can brew normal beers, try the disarmingly simple unfiltered, slightly hopped-up Koeke Blond ★★☆. Experimental and collaboration beers abound.
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