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Beer is proof that God loves us and wants us to be happy.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN





Helpful Clues About Brews

Beer. The beverage admired by both Ben Franklin and Norm at Cheers; pizza’s amiable companion; the bestselling adult drink in America (and the world). It is typically made with malt (germinated, dried barley), hops, water, and yeast. Unless it’s Extreme Beer*—then it could be made with almost anything.

And bear in mind as you travel down the River of Beer that the River divides into two major beer channels:


Ale. The world’s oldest beer style, loved by pharaoh and Pilgrim alike; the beer of Shakespeare and the British pub; the beer that arrived here on the Mayflower in 1620 but was largely chased from the American beerscape two centuries later by the beer juggernaut known as lager. Derisive (and ignorant) American drinkers often put down ale as “that warm British beer” but ale—meant to be served at cellar temperatures—has undergone a makeover, notably at the hands of American and new-wave British craft brewers who will even serve it to you slightly chilled. Technically, ale is brewed from top-fermenting yeast that work best at warm temperatures; it is characterized by an earthy, fruity flavor and a wide color spectrum. Well-known modern examples: Sierra Nevada Pale Ale and Bass Ale.



Lager. The clear, golden beer that, thanks mostly to the Czechs and Germans, conquered the world and nowadays accounts for 95 percent of all beer consumption worldwide; the beer synonymous (in America) with the beach, the ballpark, and the frat party. Lager is brewed cold from yeast that ferments near the bottom of fermentation tanks; it gobbles up more fermentable sugars than does ale yeast, producing a taste that most palates discern as crisper, cleaner, and drier than ale’s. Pilsner Urquell was the world’s first clear, golden lager. Well-known modern examples: Budweiser, Corona, and Miller Lite.




Travels with Barley





They who drink beer will think beer.

—WASHINGTON IRVING

INTRODUCTION

Why Beer, Why Me?



I was eleven years old, sitting on the front porch steps next to my father on a summer’s day, when I took my first sip of beer, Pa holding the can for me so I wouldn’t get carried away. Maybe he knew something. It was a Falstaff and it was warm. We lived in a hot, sweltering place in Louisiana’s Cajun Delta way below New Orleans. A cold thing cracked open didn’t stay cold long down there.

I didn’t care. I took a big swig anyway.

Pa drank Falstaff because, cold, it wasn’t all that bad, and because it was cheap, and mostly because Falstaff sponsored the Major League Baseball Game of the Week every Saturday afternoon on television. I was one of six brothers, and all old enough to talk were rabid baseball fans. We’d just gotten our first TV, a piece of heavy dark furniture with big, yellow-trimmed plastic knobs and a tiny screen in the middle. Out where we lived in the country, the reception was iffy. But if somebody went outside and twisted the antenna in just the right direction toward the station in New Orleans while somebody inside watched and yelled when the picture came into focus, we could catch a mildly snowy black-and-white broadcast of the game.

Pee Wee Reese and Dizzy Dean did the play-by-play. We liked them both but Dizzy Dean was particularly important because a) he would sing “The Wabash Cannon Ball,” one of my dad’s favorite songs, during the Seventh Inning Stretch, and b) my grandfather Wells had briefly played semipro ball against a young Dizzy and his brother Paul back in Arkansas, where my dad, grandfather, and the Deans all were from.

Pa’s way of thinking was that Falstaff wasn’t just sponsoring the ball game—it was helping out Arkansas folk that we practically knew. (This is how Arkansas people thought, and I couldn’t see anything wrong with it.) Pa would now and then go for a Pabst Blue Ribbon and, when he had a little extra money, Miller High Life in a bottle. But he was loyal to Falstaff till the competition and the money men eventually drove the company into the ground.

At first, I didn’t know quite what to think about my swig of beer—mostly it startled me. In retrospect, I’m sure the jolt I felt was actually the foamy, mildly bitter pop of hops in the back of my mouth. But beer vapors ran up my nose and my ears turned red and my scalp tingled and chills ran down my spine. What little I knew of sin, this seemed like it.

Though I didn’t become a regular beer drinker until I entered college, I’ve been a Beer Guy at heart ever since that moment—that’s kind of how it is with Beer People. To this day, in fact, most of my friends are Beer People, too.

Now, I admit there is a question as to what exactly a Beer Person is and stands for, and it was one of the questions that got me pondering when a Wall Street Journal colleague first suggested that, far beyond writing an article or two, I should look into writing an entire book about beer. With a publisher keenly interested, this was something that obviously required deep and unconventional thinking, especially after checking the landscape and finding it already littered with beer books. Most of them are about beer tasting; some are about beer history; some about the beer industry or beer marketing or beer barons or some aspect thereof. As subjects, all are worthy, as are many of the books that have sprung from them, yet none of these subjects individually interested me as a writer. But it did occur to me that there might be a more eclectic way to look at beer that included elements of all of the above but strove to get inside the passion that I first brushed up against in that beer jolt I got as a kid. For lack of a better term, I proposed a look at beer culture in America, which I saw as inextricably tied up with Beer People.

If you tell people you’re writing a book, their first question is usually, “What’s it about?” But as I moved around the country in the reporting of this project, running into lots and lots of Beer People of all persuasions, I often got a quick second question: “Why you?”

It took a while to realize that what the Beer People were really asking was whether I was one of them. What were my beer credentials? Beer People, I learned, can be something of a fractious lot amongst themselves but they tend to be protective of the object of their passion with perceived outsiders. So I would tell the Beer Folk about drinking beer at my daddy’s knee and that, though I’ve had my flirtations with single-malt whisky and wine, it’s still hard to think of anything (printable here) better than a cold beer on a warm day at the ballpark or the beach. I also had to confess that I came to this book with no more beer knowledge or tasting experience than that of your average enthusiastic amateur but also with few biases, save perhaps a distaste for light beer, though I cast no judgment upon those who drink it. I was not when I began this book, nor am I now, a Beer Snob. I grew up with people who knew of only three categories of bad beer: warm beer, flat beer, and, worst, no beer at all. Beyond that, the salutary effects of cheap beer during the penury of graduate school left me too grateful to mock inoffensive mass market brew, or the taste predilections of the great middle-class beer masses that I so long shared. Face it: a guy who drank 99-cent six-packs of Buckhorn should never get too carried away with himself.

True, I was thrilled to get introduced to a previously unknown universe of European beers when I took my obligatory summer backpacking tour across Europe right out of college in 1971. Later, in the early 1990s, when I served as a roving Wall Street Journal correspondent in London, I even came to appreciate that style of beer known as British bitter, figuring any beer that was good enough for Dickens and Samuel Johnson was good enough for me. And having now spent well more than a year totally steeped in beer, which has mandated a fair amount of incidental beer sampling in various parts of the country, I have by necessity and osmosis gained both knowledge and experience.

There are roughly 3,400 brands of beer, domestic and imported, available in the U.S. market and I’d hazard that I’ve tried a respectable 15 percent of them. And I’m positive in a blind tasting I could tell the difference between Dogfish Head’s 60 Minute IPA, Smuttynose Portsmouth Lager, and Budweiser, but the appreciation of one doesn’t require me to vilify the others. I’ve learned that all represent a huge if disparate commitment to quality.

What I did bring to this book was a reporter’s sensibility and a notion, after copious research, best expressed as a metaphor—that a huge River of Beer runs through America, smack through the heart of American commerce and through the hearts, minds, and passions of the nation’s estimated 84 million beer drinkers. If you doubt this, consider that the beer industry, with retail sales of almost $75 billion a year, is bigger than the music and movie industries, bigger than cell phones, cable television, and mining. Beer’s extended contribution to the economy—essentially Beer Nation’s gross national product or GNP—is $144 billion. That’s larger than the gross state products of twenty-four of the fifty states and the GNPs of scores of countries, including other B-named nations, Belarus, Bolivia, and Bulgaria among them.

But beer in America is more than a business; it is a business inextricably woven into our history. George Washington brewed beer at Mount Vernon before the Revolutionary War and strongly rebuked the Continental Congress during the war for scrimping on beer rations (a quart a day) for his soldiers. Ben Franklin also brewed beer and was said to love it as much as Homer Simpson does.

For generations, beer has also been America’s great middlebrow social elixir, an inseparable companion to the sporting and spectator life, the portal to first intoxication, the workingman’s Valium, and a leavening staple of the college experience. It is the only adult beverage, if you’re perfectly honest, that goes with pizza. It is a business, as my dad’s fixation with Falstaff shows, underpinned by a wide streak of loyalty. Such loyalty is often won not simply on taste but often by marketing—not just clever advertising but alliances with sports, and the teams and stars that turn sport into celebrity.

America didn’t invent beer but we have grabbed it, shaken it, homogenized it, refined it, and made it our own. We are home to the world’s largest brewing company, Anheuser-Busch Cos.*, and the world’s largest single-site brewery, the Adolph Coors Co. plant at Golden, Colorado. The Czechs, Irish, Germans, and Austrians may drink more beer per capita than do we Yanks but America as of this writing was still the world’s largest beer market, bigger even than China and its 1.3 billion potential beer swillers. Americans in 2002 (the latest statistics available) consumed 6.35 billion gallons of beer, or 31.3 gallons for every single person of legal drinking age. That’s seven times the combined volume of beer’s rivals, spirits and wine.

And for the past twenty-five years, driven by a sense of innovation last seen in Silicon Valley before the tech bust, we have sprouted a robust and competitive craft brew movement, a loose alliance of so-called microbreweries, brewpubs, and moderate-sized regional brewers dedicated to repopulating America’s beer landscape with thousands of new beer choices. Though it pains the European Beer Snobs to hear it, that movement has made America the seat of what Michael Jackson, the noted British beer expert, told me was “the most interesting beer scene in the world.”

And lately, some craft brewers, bored with simply trying to make “better beer” than mainstream beer companies, have begun to fly the flag of the Extreme Beer Movement. What else could you call beer brewed from a 2,700-year-old recipe reverse-engineered from dregs sifted from the bottom of drinking vessels in a royal tomb in Turkey? Or beer made not to be “freshness-dated” but made purposely to be put away for a few years in oak or sherry casks, decanted into ornate bottles, and sold as a rival to cognac? Or blended like good Scotch whisky and marketed with a name like Train Wreck O’ Flavors?

And what else but Extreme Beer could you call Jim Koch’s Millennium Utopias? Koch (pronounced Cook), founder of the Boston Beer Co. and the Samuel Adams label, brought the beer in at a staggering 24 percent alcohol by volume (most beer is about 5 percent). The 2001 bottling wasn’t just by far the strongest beer of record ever made—it was the equivalent of a moon shot in the beer world.

The Russians haven’t launched an alcohol by volume race to get beyond the moon but Sam Calagione, an Extreme Brewer and founder of Dogfish Head Craft Brewery in Delaware, has, his 2002 World Wide Stout achieving 23.6 percent ABV.

He’s not done. Koch’s not, either. Many Beer People are watching this the way baseball fans watched the Dodgers-Yankees rivalry in the 1950s.

That said, one of two beers sold in America is an Anheuser-Busch product—Bud Light recently moving past its brother Budweiser as the number-one-selling beer in the U.S. In fact, about 38 percent of all beer sold in America is low-calorie light beer—astonishing for a style that didn’t break into the national consciousness until Miller Brewing Co. popularized it beginning in 1975. Anheuser-Busch, Miller (bought by South African Breweries in 2002 and renamed SAB Miller), and Adolph Coors, the Big Three, claim about 80 percent of all U.S. beer sales. Accounting for the rest: once mighty Pabst, now a contract brewer of relic beers, such as Schlitz and Falstaff, with an odd cult following; a few regional standouts like Yuengling Brewery, High Falls Brewing Co., and Latrobe Brewing Co.; a growing raft of craft brewers; and, most notably by volume, imports such as Corona and Heineken.

Our British-born founders may have given us their notions of liberty and democracy but the earthy ales they brought with them ultimately couldn’t hold on here. German immigrants like the Busches, Pabsts, Schlitzes, Hamms, and Millers capitalized on America, the melting pot, preferring its beer somewhat on the light, cold, and frothy side. Lager, the pale, golden, easy-to-drink beer style epitomized here by Budweiser, didn’t get to America until the 1840s and didn’t take off until the 1870s, aided by scientific advances, notably mechanical refrigeration and pasteurization, that made beer a highly transportable, less perishable commodity. Lager hasn’t looked back since.

In truth, the American mainstream taste for pale lager isn’t out of kilter with the rest of the world: 95 percent of the beer consumed worldwide is also lager (though much of it fuller-bodied than American mass-produced lager). This divining of the national beer palate, coupled with the invention of beer mass marketing, itself a billion-dollar business these days, has enriched brewing dynasties like the Busches and the Coorses and vast numbers of others up- and down-stream—hops and barley growers, distributors, bottle-makers, tavern owners, and advertising agencies, to name a few.

Beyond all that has sprouted a fanatical legion of homebrewers, nowadays in unprecedented numbers, who, wired together by the Internet, have turned basements all over America into finely tuned mini-microbreweries and are reinventing the very notion of what beer is or should be.

Thus, we are a beer paradox: a world beer superpower aslosh in a sea of hot-selling, middle-of-the-road lagers pushed by talking frogs, catfighting bar chicks, and Clydesdale horses, while at the margins, craft brewers and ardent hobbyists turn out beers that now rival almost anything the vaunted Germans, Belgians, Czechs, and Brits have to offer. Craft brewers represent much of the creative heart of American beer—yet they have only 3.4 percent of the beer market. In between, we make billionaires of the Mexican family that makes Corona, the unparalleled import success story of all time; we make beer that we now put away in cellars for five years, to be aged like fine wine and whiskey, and sell it for $35 a bottle; and on the ramparts, where beer passion splashes into pop culture, we marvel at the energy and vision of the Maryland entrepreneur who has dedicated much of his time to one day launching … Beer TV.

Oh, and would it surprise you that beer—good ole American-as-apple-pie beer—so aggressively and adroitly protects its interests in Washington that it is considered by many to be one of America’s top ten most powerful lobbying groups?

This paradox, with its built-in tensions and contradictions, its converging and diverging passions, its entrepreneurs and characters, seemed best explored by journey. So that’s what I have attempted to do, setting off on both a literal and figurative voyage on the River of Beer, traveling through the precincts of the beer makers, sellers, drinkers, and thinkers, trying to gain insight into the forces that drive the mighty River onward.

The narrative heart of this book is a car trip I took, following the Mississippi River the length of our mighty beer-drinking country, in a quest to find the mythical Perfect Beer Joint—a quest that I might admit, if pressed, was part pretext to gain a view of America through the prism of a beer glass. Since all great rivers have their tributaries and backwaters, I knew it would be impossible to stop at every port or scenic wayside. So this book in no way attempts to be an atlas of the American beer experience nor, except coincidentally, a pub or brewery guide, but rather a selective (and thus subjective) look at what makes beer in America interesting today.

By way of affording the reader partial insight into my thinking: the state of Big Beer was impossible to avoid; Extreme Beer gave me a compellingly fresh way to look at the maturing craft brew industry. On the other hand the people who spend their lives collecting beer cans and what is loosely called breweriana certainly reside on the periphery of the beer world. But I decided early on they didn’t fit in this book. That said, as soon as I got a whiff of the very notion of beer yeast smuggling and beer yeast rustling, I was hooked. And I concluded that the pivotal role of the Beer Goddess in modern beer retailing has been woefully underexploited in beer literature.

The River of Beer beckons. Here’s what I discovered.






Do not cease to drink beer, to eat, to intoxicate thyself, to make love and celebrate the good days.

—ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PROVERB


CHAPTER 1

Anatomy of a Beer Spill



Perdido Key, Fla.—Paige Lightsey is certainly in a celebratory mood at the moment and so, it seems, are flocks of male gawkers who have assembled on a beachside boardwalk on a warm April afternoon. Tall, blond, and trim, Ms. Lightsey has slowly made her way up the walk in a blue zebra-stripe bikini and bare feet, carrying a frosty plastic pitcher of Miller Lite. She holds it out in front of her, like a subway commuter holds a newspaper, as she squeezes past throngs of other beer-clutching patrons.

A goodly number of them are bikers, one wearing a T-shirt that says on the back: “If You Can Read This Shirt, the Bitch Fell Off.”

A blond, lithe, well-tanned woman among the Harley crowd sports a skimpy two-piece bathing suit made from a print that’s also kind of hard to ignore; it’s the Confederate flag. When she reaches, in a highly provocative gesture, to adjust the stars and bars of her top, a skinny, shirtless guy in baggy swimming trunks actually stops and salutes (though perhaps not the flag).

The bikers laugh it off.

The thirty-three-year-old Ms. Lightsey, who works for an Atlanta private banking concern, is oblivious to the commotion, though. She’s just hoping her pitcher won’t be jostled and the contents lost given the time she stood in line to get it. It’s a full 64-ounce pitcher with a long clear plastic straw bobbing indolently in the middle; sharing isn’t her intention. She settles easily onto the broad weathered upper railing of the boardwalk, raises the pitcher with two hands, and takes a long slow sip on the straw.

“I’m a beer person and ordering by the pitcher makes it easier,” she says, green eyes peering from under the brim of a ball cap. “I don’t have to keep going back to stand in line.”

She gestures toward a nearby bar—well, one of seventeen beer stations, actually—where the lines portend a ten- to twenty-minute wait. Considering that it’s about 80 degrees and growing warmer, waiting itself can be thirsty business, though there are a number of diversions designed to help pass the time. Nearby, a band on a stage at beach level pounds out some straight-ahead twelve-bar blues, while in an open-air bar up a flight of wooden steps, a songstress is running through a Creedence Clearwater Revival number. Beer pennants flap in a light breeze and bar walls are draped with gaudy plastic signs that say things like, “No Shoes, No Kilt, No Service—Killian’s Beer.” Another announces a “Show Your Hein-y Contest” later in the evening sponsored by the Dutch beer maker Heineken. (Sadly, the prize for winning is undisclosed.)

Near one of the beer stations is a stall offering elaborate temporary rub-on tattoos—from cartoonish kittens to Gothic demons that religious people of a certain inclination might call satanic. The tattoos start at five bucks; for a $100 surcharge, they’ll put one anywhere you want them to. “Yes, I’ve done a few butts,” says Shelly, one of the faux tattoo artists. “So far, nothing wilder than that yet but, after dark, who knows? You’d be surprised what people have asked us to do.”

This is the scene at the Flora-Bama Lounge and Package Store, a storied beachfront bar straddling the Florida-Alabama line, during an event called the Mullet Toss. For the piscatorially ignorant, a mullet is a foot-long, silvery fish common to this section of the Gulf Coast, known hereabouts as the Redneck Riviera and famous for its azure waters and sugar-sand beaches. Smoked or fried, mullet is considered a local delicacy. This annual congregation of hedonists, in its eighteenth year, ostensibly centers on a contest in which participants, competing in men’s and women’s divisions by age, see who can toss a one- to two-pound (dead) mullet the farthest. Jimmy Louis, a long-time Flora-Bama musician, first suggested this idea to the bar’s principal owner, Joe Gilchrist, after observing a cow-pie-throwing contest during a break in a rodeo out in Oklahoma. Mullet seemed a more savory (not to mention indigenous) option. Gilchrist, a man with a wry sense of humor and a keen sense of commerce, knew a good beer-selling shtick when he heard one, and so the Mullet Toss was born.

It’s technically called the Interstate Mullet Toss, since competitors stand in a ten-foot-wide circle in Florida and fling their fish across the state line into Alabama. The throwing field is carved into the beach like an elaborate, squared-off hopscotch arena and staked out with fluttering red plastic tape of a kind that nowadays marks police barricades; there’s a white scorer’s tent and table; judges running around with tape measures, as though they might be officiating the javelin throw at a high school track meet; and somebody on a cranked-up PA system announcing results. The only rules are that you can’t use gloves and you’re disqualified if you step out of the throwing circle or throw your mullet out of bounds, thereby putting spectators in danger of being mullet-smacked.

Techniques vary. Some use a discus throw; others sling mullet sidearm style; others spread their mullet’s lateral fins and sail them forward like a paper airplane. (Tip: mullet don’t fly very well.) The most popular method is to double up the mullet head to tail and throw it overhand like a baseball. This is exactly how Michael “Woody” Bruhn, a fire-sprinkler installer from Oak Hill, Tennessee, set the mullet toss distance record back in 1996 with a throw of 178 feet (the equivalent of flinging a mullet from mid-right-center field in Yankee Stadium to home plate).

Bruhn, who looks like a workingman’s version of the actor Woody Harrelson, is a six-time Mullet Toss winner; his distance record is all the more impressive considering the competition over the years has included former National Football League quarterback Kenny “the Snake” Stabler. It’s also pretty impressive considering Bruhn’s other favorite mullet-tossing strategy, which he explained a few years back in a Mullet Toss quasi-documentary, available on video for $15.99 in the Flora-Bama’s gift shop: “Before I throw, I always drink four or five beers, but not so many that I’m drunk.”

In fact, virtually all Mullet Toss competitors and virtually all Mullet Toss spectators like Paige Lightsey, a perennial returnee, lubricate this celebration of airborne mullet with copious amounts of brew. For make no mistake about it: mullet tossing is a sideshow to the real action here. The Flora-Bama, though hard liquor concoctions like Lethal Mudslides can be had, is one of America’s great beer joints. And this is one of America’s great weekend beer spills.

On a jam-packed Saturday night during the height of its summer tourist season, the Bama, as regulars call the rambling honky-tonk, will attract about 1,500 people. There are probably 2,000 here now and the crowd will swell to 3,000 to 4,000 by dark. And this is only Day One of a three-day event that, before it is over, will draw a rolling crowd of about 20,000 paying customers. So it helps that the Bama sits on an acre and a quarter and, in addition to its five indoor bars, has a scrum of outdoor tents, food and drink stands, pavilions, and picnic tables (not to mention for this event, twenty-five portable toilets). All this is anchored by a handsome beach, some of it Bama property, most of it public, that allows the crowd to spill over and spread out. When Gilchrist bought the place twenty-four years ago, putting down $100 of his own money (which, he says, is all he had) plus loans from friends, it wasn’t much more than a dilapidated beach shack. Now, after a number of additions and renovations, it looks like a succession of dilapidated beach shacks. The impression—totally desired—is that an architect has designed an ideal summer camp for convivial drunks. The Bama, in fact, was voted one of America’s Great Dive Bars for 2002 by Stuff magazine (think Maxim)—a designation that Gilchrist considers not a slur but a supreme accolade.

As a scribe wending my way through beer culture in America, I’ve come to the Bama on this fair weekend not to toss mullets nor to toss down beers and revel in a spectacle that feels a lot like spring break for adults. Instead, I’m here hoping to get a close-up look inside the Great American Beer Machine—the confluence of marketing, distributing, and grassroots retailing prowess that helps to keep America’s $75-billion-a-year beer business floating high. The Bama, on its slick Web site, calls itself “the Last Great American Road House”—a boast that would certainly cause verbal fisticuffs in some parts of, say, Texas that have beer joints that share the Bama’s Zeitgeist and marketing notions and dwarf it in size and sales. Nonetheless, the Bama sits not just on prime beachfront real estate where the condos next door sell for $500,000 and up; it sits at the crossroads where the American passion for beer serendipitously intersects music and pop culture, the intangibles of place and ambience and the shrewd and sophisticated entrepreneurial instincts of people like Joe Gilchrist.

Or put another way: the Bama is a case study in how fortunes can still be made along the River of Beer by those who divine the mysteries of mixing location, live music, and regionally tinged diner fare with a studiously cultured iconoclasm. This recipe consistently draws an appealingly mixed and slightly feral crowd: conversant, attractive, beer-chugging women in bikinis like Paige Lightsey; bikers who, because the Bama is the Bama, mostly leave any bad attitudes at the door; blue-collar types and mildly dissipated local characters who come, in part, because they like socializing with (or at least looking at) people like Paige Lightsey, same as they like seeing what the bikers are up to; and a goodly number of the courthouse and banking crowd, having traded three-piece suits for swimsuits, who like the idea of being able to hang out for a while with all of the above in a kind of socially egalitarian demilitarized zone. All of this is anchored by cold beer, zesty live music, and food good enough that it doesn’t scare anybody away. The allure probably isn’t that different from people who ride roller coasters at theme parks; it’s a hint of adventure with just a whiff of danger—without having to worry that anything bad (except maybe a hangover) might actually happen. This recipe hasn’t just built a beer joint: it’s built an institution with a rabidly loyal following and one also known throughout the South—an institution that, at its heart, happens to also be a well-oiled small business raking in millions of dollars a year.

All pretty much floating on beer.



And none of it particularly accidental.

Joe Gilchrist is an easygoing man with a pleasing Southern drawl traceable to his hometown of Pensacola, Florida. He’s one of those sixty-year-olds who could pass for forty-nine in the right sort of light. He has an open, friendly, mirthful face and an air of mischief about him, an air accentuated by the studiously rumpled casual clothes he wears and the baseball caps or skipper’s hats that he has a penchant for. One impression is that he’s just a mischievous boy that the years have dragged reluctantly into adulthood. He’s about six feet tall and of medium build; perhaps befitting a man who owns a wildly successful tavern, which mandates a fair amount of late night beer sampling, he has the makings of a beer paunch, which he tries to hold at bay by reasonably frequent golf games. He lives alone in a modest woodframe house on a shaded lot on the bay front not ten minutes from the Bama. A couple of cats patrol the porch and a forty-three-foot Gulf Star sailboat, big enough to sleep on but in no measure a yacht, floats tied to a dock out back. His favorite car is a mildly dilapidated 1976 Cadillac convertible. It’s a pretty unostentatious life for a guy that everybody figures is a millionaire.

Gilchrist is well read, leaning toward Southern literature, and pretty well traveled (he once thought about trying to clone the Bama after being mesmerized by the beauty of Cape Town, South Africa), and something of an authority on the American roots music scene. He can wax eloquent on Stephen Foster, the Yankee who penned Southern minstrel standards like “Oh, Susanna” and “Camptown Races” and is considered America’s first professional songwriter. He can argue persuasively that Mickey Newbury, probably best known for writing the late 1960s pseudo-psychedelic pop hit “Just Dropped In (To See What Condition My Condition Was In),” is the worthy modern successor to Foster.

Newbury is actually a songwriter of great versatility—Elvis, Way-Ion Jennings, and Andy Williams have all covered his songs—and enjoys a kind of cult following in that gray area of music between country and pop. He is a personal friend of Gilchrist’s, as is the legendary country music songwriter Hank Cochran (who penned, among other songs, “I Fall to Pieces,” made famous by Patsy Cline). Indeed, about the time Gilchrist launched his tribute to beer and hedonism (and commerce) with the Mullet Toss, he also started the Frank Brown International Song Writing Festival.

The festival actually began as an end-of-summer-tourist-season party for area musicians who had become Bama staples—bands and troubadours, such as the duo Rusty and Mike, who have played regularly here pretty much since Gilchrist bought the joint. A number of them have cultivated an enthusiastic local following by writing and performing an indigenous take on blues, country, and rock that never seems to quite break out the way, say, Jimmy Buffett’s Caribbean-tinged pop did. Gilchrist sought to both broaden the exposure of these local artists, while casting an ever-wider net for songwriting talents who might be overlooked in the precincts of Nashville or Los Angeles.

What began small is nowadays an eleven-day performance event featuring a wide spectrum of music genres and spread over sixteen venues including the Bama, usually starting the first Thursday in November. It typically draws about 200 songwriters and features songwriting workshops put on by the likes of Larry Butler, Kenny Rogers’s producer, and a hit songwriter himself. One result is that Gilchrist and the Bama have earned serious and respected places in American roots music circles. It’s also true that the festival attracts thousands of music-loving (and beer-loving) fans to the Bama and other nearby venues at a time when lots of places around here used to roll up the sidewalks and wait for spring. In fact, the whole thing came about because Gilchrist (again) had a knack for listening to the quasi-commercial instincts of his employees. The festival is named in honor of a lovably cantankerous African-American who, well past his ninety-first birthday, was the Bama’s night watchman. Mr. Frank, as he was called, died at age ninety-five a few years back. But for years, he patrolled the bar after hours with two six-guns slung low on his hips; he never had to use them because people seemed to know Brown wasn’t a man to mess with. All he usually had to do to prevent fights was to tell the would-be perpetrators: “Now, you boys don’t have to be like that. What would your mommas say?”

Looking around the Bama one incorrigibly slow November night, Brown decided the bar didn’t have to be like that (i.e., empty) either. An enthusiastic fan of live music, he came up with the notion that a slow-month festival featuring local songwriters could be fun and help pay the bills by attracting crowds. Gilchrist defines the Bama’s ethic as “doing well while doing good.” This was right up his alley. It’s also turned out to be a key building block in constructing a legendary beer joint.

If you spend any time with Joe you realize he could talk this stuff—music, songwriting, and songwriters—all day long. He’s basically obsessed. He’s such a Mickey Newbury fanatic that he convinces me to drop by the Bama’s gift shop and buy the complete Mickey Newbury seven-CD collection, with the promise that if I don’t like every single song he’ll send me my money back. (He doesn’t tell me it’s $110, plus tax.)

Gilchrist can also discourse on a variety of other subjects—history, art, politics, and sports—with the ease and practiced manner of the high school history teacher he used to be back in Pensacola forty-five minutes away. He quit teaching because it just seemed too passive for a man of his inclinations; he wanted to be in on the action somehow. For a while he thought the action might be in selling booze wholesale, so he signed on with the Lewis Bear Co., an old-line beer and liquor distributor owned for generations by the family of a Pensacola high school chum, Lewis Bear Jr. Gilchrist, by his own reckoning, just wasn’t very good at jaw-jawing on the phone or cold-calling on bar owners or the managers of package stores set in their liquor- and beer-buying ways. So his liquor-selling tenure ended abruptly when “they kind of fired me,” he recalls. Still, he worked at it long enough to become charmed and familiar with the bar business. Well, true, he had some previous experience. “Having spent much of my misspent youth hanging out in various and sundry barrooms,” he says, “owning a bar seemed a natural fit.”

And twenty-four years later, guess what? The Lewis Bear Co. sells about seven million cases of Budweiser and other Anheuser-Busch products a year and the Flora-Bama is its biggest bar account—astonishing since there are beachfront beer joints in nearby Pensacola and Panama City that dwarf the Bama in size. Gilchrist tells that story (which the Lewis Bear people confirm) with the same kind of understated relish that Bill Gates probably feels when he gets to mention that he never finished college.

Gilchrist’s employees will tell you that beyond his business savvy and gift of gab, his other notable trait is a wry, sometimes anarchic sense of humor. One example: rumors that the Bama is for sale sweep the beaches from time to time, a legacy perhaps of the fact that the bar originally sat on four sandy acres until Gilchrist and partners a few years ago sold off a goodly chunk on the Alabama side to a developer. A high-rise condo called the Phoenix 10 and its parking garage now cast long afternoon shadows on the Bama, and Gilchrist still catches some flak from regulars who liked the joint shadow-free. (His real regret, Gilchrist says, is that under pressure from some of his early investors, “we sold the property too soon.”)

The episode left some of the faithful worried about Gilchrist’s long-term commitment, since practically nobody believes the bar would be the same without him. A couple of years ago, with sales rumors more rampant than ever, he shocked everybody by announcing that he had sold the place to a syndicate of Montana rodeo cowboys. He called a press conference to introduce the new owners. A press mob showed up, as did some deeply concerned beer drinkers, as did one of the cowboy buyers dressed in full cowboy kit. Plans for a radically revised Bama were unfurled and given out, and it was only when the press folk flipped the plans over did they see “April Fool’s!” scrawled on the back.

Well, it was April 1.

The joke backfired somewhat when it was later discovered that the rent-a-cowboy Gilchrist had used turned out to be wanted by the law in another state; Joe hadn’t thought his prop, who had become a recent Bama patron, needed a background check. Still, Gilchrist’s role as a kind of Merry Prankster serves him well as a saloon-keeper; this was just another brick in the Bama’s wall of lore.

I caught up with Gilchrist for the first time on an exploratory trip to the Flora-Bama two weeks before the eighteenth annual Mullet Toss. He’d warned me that he’d be kind of hard pressed to sit still very long during what he called the “insanity of Mullet Week,” where his duties veer between mule skinner and parade marshal. The Toss turns out to be the beer-soaked climax to an eight-day series of events that is equal parts revelry, promotion, and public service. There’s the Mullet Man Triathlon (including a Mullet Woman division) the weekend before the Toss; the Mullet Swing Golf Tournament midweek; and in many years, depending on timing, the Mullet Week Easter Egg Hunt. All of these Mullet-badged events attract crowds (more than 500 people race in the triathlon and another 175 or so participate in the golf tournament) and keep the Bama very much in the public eye. Mullet Week, in fact, has become an evergreen for the local and regional press; the Toss, as you might imagine, makes a couple of minutes of pretty good local television.

The events also all have a charity component (duly noted in event literature and on the Bama’s Web site). A portion of the golf tournament’s $175 entry fee goes to a cancer foundation. The 711 people who will enter the Mullet Toss this year will pay $15 each to enter; the fee gets them an official Mullet Toss T-shirt but some of it goes each year to area youth groups. Altogether, the Bama gives away about $20,000 a year to various charities, most of that Mullet Week money. Of course, most revelers pay a $5-a-day cover charge to get into the Bama on Toss weekend, and the bar mandates that all who congregate on the beach within proximity—even the public beach—pay the cover charge and buy their beer and booze from the Bama. So, again, doing good clearly doesn’t interfere with doing well.

I’d driven to the Bama from New Orleans with a friend named Dell Long, who, as coincidence would have it, had been hired as a publicist by Gilchrist on a couple of Flora-Bama projects. One was a Bama-organized effort, in the months just after 9/11, that made 400 beach-area rental condos, plus free air or train travel, available to the families of New York City firemen and policemen killed in the terror attacks. Gilchrist had also led a group of 100 Panhandle businesspeople and ten homegrown musicians to Manhattan to spend some money in the wounded city to try to help pump up its economy, and try to entertain them, too. Long, a red-haired steel magnolia in her late fifties, had for years been the publicist for the legendary radio DJ Wolfman Jack and is one of those people who could charm a rabid dog. Gilchrist had hired her to, among other things, organize a tribute party to cops, firemen, and rescue workers; she’d coaxed Manhattan’s Waldorf-Astoria hotel into donating a lavish space and letting the Gulf Coasters bring in their home-cooked seafood.

I was down in New Orleans for this book, trying unsuccessfully to get a Budweiser distributor to let me ride through the French Quarter on a beer truck, when I ran into her. When she heard I was interested in the Bama, she told me about her dealings with Gilchrist, including a story about a funny moment that had transpired during the Waldorf soiree. It seems that one of the tag-along Bama musicians, not exactly living up to Waldorf dress codes or table manners, was mistaken for an intruding bum as he pawed shrimp, unencumbered by toothpick or napkin, from a silver platter. He was about to be bounced when Long intervened. Anyway, she volunteered to introduce me to Gilchrist. I accepted—in fact it was a deal closer.

Face it: there are almost 295,000 licensed “on premise” places in America that serve beer; even after subtracting hotels, restaurants, sports venues, and bowling alleys, that leaves a lot of beer joints. Quite a few hold annual events equivalent to the Mullet Toss. I could go watch one anywhere. But I was leaning toward the Bama precisely because it wasn’t an obscure dive resisting its popularity like some Mississippi juke joint that only locals could guide you to. It seemed a paradox: a bar that had managed to capture something of that very mystique by assiduously managing its dive-bar image. It was a beer joint that, according to its Web site, had a special-events coordinator. From the Web site you could also learn that the Bama had been written up, in the same “you-gotta-check-out-this-crazy-place” way, in a lot of national publications, Playboy and Esquire among them; it was even featured in John Grisham’s evil-law-firm thriller The Firm. And I’d not yet met many saloon keepers who hire publicists. In light of all that, the Bama being named one of Stuff magazine’s greatest American dive bars seemed about as accidental as Microsoft’s becoming a software juggernaut.

I did wonder, though: would it feel like the real deal, or would it feel like a biker bar set in Disney World?

I admit this question was only peripheral to my mission, but I am fond of bars and I like to think I can tell a pure one from a phony. Like Joe Gilchrist, I’d spent a fair amount of my youth exploring them. I’d learned a lot as a cub reporter on my weekly hometown paper back in Houma, Louisiana, by deconstructing school board stories and cop features with pals over $2 pitchers of Miller Genuine Draft at Curley’s Lounge, a dark and dingy downtown hole-in-the-wall. It was run by a crusty (and bald) retired air force sergeant whom everybody called Curley and whose real name nobody ever seemed to know. Curley liked it that way. I was on as good terms with Curley as anybody but he kicked me out one night for kissing my girlfriend at the dark table way at the back of the bar, even though we were about the only people there. When the next night I asked him why, he told me it was the way we were kissing that bugged him, not the kissing itself—implying that I had a lot to learn in the kissing department. From that moment on I knew Curley was a keen observer of the human condition. (I also developed a keen desire, as yet unrequited, to be a bartender one day.)

As a journalist who has traveled widely across the U.S., Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, I have found bars to be perennially reliable oases in strange towns and foreign countries, not just places where you can get a beer and take the sting out of the day but places where you can get the real dope about a place, plus pick up story ideas. We scribes call this Reporting from the Mahogany Ridge. Anyway, I collect bars, metaphorically at least, the way some people collect beer cans, or shampoo bottles from motel rooms. I was plenty curious about the Bama.

I liked the place as soon as I darkened the door. It was a Friday night about 9:00 P.M., and we joined a line of people waiting to pay the $5 cover. Dell Long being Dell barged up ahead into the crowd before I could stop her to announce that a journalist writing a beer book was coming through and to convince the door person to waive the cover since Gilchrist was expecting us. I figured it was easier to go along than hold up the line in a discussion about journalistic ethics, and why it was necessary for me to pay my own way into the bar. I would just catch the doorman later. This did have the effect, though, of having an attractive woman at the door buttonhole me as I squeezed by to say, “You oughta go interview my husband. He knows everything about beer or at least everything about drinking it. In fact, we’re getting divorced over beer.”

She laughed when she said it, so I felt I should laugh, too.

The Bama, I would learn, is a bit of a maze, and as we pushed through a small outer bar into the first bar with a bandstand, people were thick as schooling snapper. A group called Jezebel’s Chill’n was onstage, playing stuff that sounded like a cross between rockabilly and blues. They were loud, people were clapping and swaying along, and some people were even trying to dance, though, as far as I could tell, there was not an official dance floor (not that that ever stopped a beer-enthused, dance-minded person in any bar I’d been in). I later learned that many of the dancers were elementary school teachers in town on one of those seminar boondoggles—they were certainly dancing like they didn’t have school in the morning. Pitchers of beer stood on every table and the beleaguered servers behind the bar, where every stool was taken, were bobbing about and jabbing at beer taps like harried prizefighters. And this room, with maybe a couple of hundred people crammed in it, turned out to be the smallest part of the action.

A few things caught my eye: a sign on the wall that said “Having Sex on the TV Can’t Hurt You—Unless You Fall Off”; the fact that a huge number of bras, in various stages of deterioration, were hanging from the raftered ceiling; and that over at a table by the bandstand a couple, oblivious to this sea of happy turmoil, was furiously making out. I knew even if crusty old Curley were here they wouldn’t get thrown out: nobody could get to them.

Someone had sent word to Gilchrist that we had arrived and out of this chaos he appeared, slowly fighting his way through the crowd like a salmon swimming upstream. Long introduced us. We shook hands and exchanged pleasantries and off we went on a Cook’s tour of the place. It was so crowded and noisy and Gilchrist was so often stopped by friends and well-wishers that we agreed we’d meet the next day for a proper interview over lunch. Then he was swallowed up by the crowd again.

I wandered around on my own for a bit, satisfying myself that the rest of the Bama would live down to the first of it, and it did, quite nicely. (Somebody, in fact, would later describe the bar as “the kind of place where you wipe your feet on the way out”) Then I decided to go back to our starting point to see if I could get an explanation for those bras. I spied a few other things along the way that warmed me to the joint; one was a vending machine that, besides the usual items like chewing gum, pocket combs, and potato chips, sold guitar strings.

I fought my way back into the room where Jezebel’s Chill’n were playing, found a seat at the bar and ordered a Heineken. During a break in the music, I learned from a bartender that sometime back in the ’80s, the time frame no longer being exactly clear, the Bama had experienced, like the mysterious appearance of crop circles, a rash of women prone to ripping off their bras for no particular reason and flinging them at people. Somebody decided that the spoils of this spontaneous sport should be tacked to the ceiling—and, well, here they were. This practice had stopped as mysteriously as it had started, thus explaining the dated and forlorn look of the garments.

When the band finished its set and the bar started to clear out I wandered over toward the bandstand and bumped into the smooching couple, who, though not smooching anymore, were still sort of pawing each other. They smiled and I smiled and we exchanged pleasantries. They told me they were Steve and Wanda from Birmingham, that they loved the Bama, that they drove over a couple of times a year and were—would you believe it?—married. This is about as far as we got: some friends of theirs barged over to grab empty chairs at their table. But before we said goodbye they told me I couldn’t possibly leave the Redneck Riviera until I’d heard Rusty and Mike play on this very bandstand.

“And be sure,” said Steve, “they play that Wal-Mart song.”

“You mean the one about the guy bringing his drawers back to Wal-Mart?” said Wanda.

“Yeah, that one,” said Steve. “And the one about the manatee, too.”

I slipped out of the bar, promising to try to take their advice.

The next day, Gilchrist and I sat down for a leisurely lunch over platters of fried mullet at a restaurant called the Point that he said had the best mullet around. I had to admit this was the first time I’d ever eaten mullet. Where I grew up in Cajun Louisiana, nobody eats mullet; they are bottom feeders that people use for fish bait. But I did grow up eating alligator, frog legs, fried rattlesnake, snapping turtle, crawfish, squirrel, and raccoon; and once, on assignment in Alaska, I politely nibbled microwaved whale blubber with an Eskimo who had just graduated from Harvard. So mullet wasn’t that big of a challenge, and my inaugural mullet was crispy, tender, and good.

I asked Gilchrist, a graduate of Auburn University, if he had an overarching philosophy about life. He smiled and said, “I like beer and money. But beer, like money, is never really yours. You just get to use it till you piss it away.”

That’s a nice line for the guy who owns one of America’s great dive bars, but Gilchrist clearly knows what he’s about. Before buying the Bama he’d made a study of successful area beer joints and decided he wanted to transfer “that feeling that comes with a neighborhood bar” to a beach location while avoiding the pitfalls of many beach bars—they simply become tourist traps. He was dedicated at the outset to the prospect that live, original music would be part of the formula (and the Bama has live music 365 days a year). But he was also wary of imposing a “Bama notion” until he had a firm idea of the kind of crowd the Bama might naturally attract. “In large-building construction, a lot of landscape architects will go out and put in the landscaping and walkways before the building is ever done,” he said. “But then they find out that people will pretty much walk where they want to anyway. I figured the best approach was to watch where people walk first.”

We later talked about the Mullet Toss and I asked him about his greatest concern in putting on an event that big. He said it was “keeping the beer cold.”



Two weeks later when I arrived for the Toss, it was pretty easy to see what a daunting task that would be. It was mid-Friday morning of Day One and already the parking lots around the Bama were pretty much filled up, there was a tailback a couple miles up and down the highway and people were streaming into the bar. It was a warm, clear day and would no doubt get warmer—a beer day if I ever saw one. Gilchrist had told me that Mullet Toss beer chores largely landed in the lap of guy named Body, who, for lack of a better title, was the Bama’s beer wrangler, and I should look him up when I got to the bar.

I introduced myself to a woman behind the Bama’s package liquor counter named Susan Poston. She knew what I was up to and directed me to an inner storeroom behind the package store. I found Body (pronounced just like the human body) in a cluttered, tight room surveying the Bama’s vast reserves of beer and booze. Nobody calls Body anything but Body and I wouldn’t find out for a couple of days that his first name was Edmund. Or that he’d worked his way up into this post after spending a few years as the Bama’s janitor, cleaning up the landslide of empty beer cans and bottles after the place closed every night.

I quickly learned four things about Body: on this overwhelmingly white strip of the Gulf Coast, he was one of the few African-Americans around; he was always busy; he ran the bar’s beer distribution network with the cool of a college quarterback used to dodging rushing linebackers; and he wasn’t a man that anyone would ever accuse of being loquacious. By doggedly following him around all morning and peppering him with questions, I did find out that preparations for the Mullet Toss had begun with a series of meetings starting back in November and that the planning for the event is one part war gaming, but mostly, Body said, “like putting on a county fair without having to worry about the livestock.” The Bama normally has about 150 employees but it hires 50 to 100 extras during the Toss, depending on the weather forecast. Body’s main job is to order enough beer in the right proportions (Bud Light, Bud, Miller Lite, Coors Light, Miller, Coors, and a few imports, pretty much in that order) to serve 20,000 people. Then he has to commandeer a clutch of workers and, with hand trucks, move in a perpetual circuit stocking the bar’s numerous giant beer coolers. This plan is also dependent upon an unusual logistical arrangement: the Bud, Coors, and Miller people agree to park diesel-operated refrigerated beer trucks on a lot next door to the Bama and keep them there for the entire Toss.

“We just don’t have enough coolers on premise to handle the load,” said Body, who is thirty-something and built like Tiger Woods.

When I asked other people at the bar what they thought of Body’s job, Susan Poston told me, “Body’s job is impossible. On the ordering side, you’re damned if you do and you’re damned if you don’t. Imagine being in a position of having somebody say during the middle of Mullet Toss, ‘Hey, you just ran out of my beer!’”

I had no idea that a beer wrangler’s life was so pressured. I decided I would come back and watch Body in operation during the height of the Toss—late Saturday afternoon and into Saturday night when Gilchrist had told me the crowds could peak at 5,000 or more.

[image: image]

Saturday was another clear, warm day and I arrived a bit early because Rusty and Mike were playing on the same bandstand where I’d caught Jezebel’s Chill’n on my previous visit. I’d left town then without being able to hear them and I was curious about a duo that wrote songs about the return policy at Wal-Mart. They’d already started by the time I got there and were in the middle of one of the songs that Steve and Wanda had hinted at regarding a manatee. It was actually a song about a hapless barfly who, his judgment blinded by liquor, went home with a woman he was sure was a beautiful mermaid and “woke up with a manatee.” The room was packed and everybody laughed every time they sang the chorus.

They then launched into a raunchy though equally hilarious number that sounded like it came straight out of the Bama’s bra-tossing period. It is an appeal for certain kinds of women to keep their shirts on. The first two lines go:


Hey, lady, please don’t show them tits

You’ve done run all the bikers off and you’re scarin’ all the kids



This song pretty much brought down the house.

It occurred to me that, though I’d never heard of a genre called Trailer Park Rock, this was pretty much what this music was; that Rusty and Mike were performing songs that Jimmy Buffett might have written had he grown up, say, dirt-poor in a storm-damaged double-wide with cars up on blocks in the front yard. Once you cut past the humor, the music seemed to have an appealingly raw honesty that went down well on the Redneck Riviera. In their own way, Rusty and Mike sold a lot of beer.

I’d later learn that of the two, Rusty McHugh, a big-boned, long-haired guy who looks like he could’ve been the bouncer at Woodstock if Woodstock had not been a love-in, was the songwriter. His sidekick, Mike Fincher, played straight man on guitar and backup vocals—well, straight man, if looking uncannily like one of the stoned-out players in the band ZZ Top could be called straight. When their set ended, I went up to introduce myself and buy one of the CDs they were peddling. Rusty, staying completely in character, said I could steal it if I wanted to, as long as I spelled his name right in the book. (I paid, and promised to spell his name right anyway.)

I went outside into the dazzling late afternoon sun looking for Body, hoping to observe some serious beer wrangling. It was broiler-hot now and the crowd was a rippling sea of T-shirts, tank tops, and swimsuits and it was hard to spot a hand that didn’t have a beer in it. The aroma of boiled crawfish filled the air—a serious beer association for me. I got in line and after about fifteen minutes snagged a Heineken, then started pushing my way through the mob. I figured a black guy in a sea of white faces would be pretty easy to spot, but it took about half an hour.

I finally caught up with Body pushing a dolly laden with about a dozen cases of Bud into one of the outdoor coolers over by the faux tattoo stand. I stepped into the cooler with him. His face and polo shirt were drenched in sweat and he was consulting with a helper about a crisis: this particular beer cooler, having been opened so many times already, was registering 60 degrees. That’s a nice temperature for an air-conditioned room but that’s not cold enough for mainstream lagers like Bud. (The Bud people, in fact, recommend you drink their beer at 40 degrees F.)

As Body puzzled over how to resolve this, he said he’d already pushed about 600 cases into coolers and expected to reload them with at least 600 or more tonight. He’d been at it since nine this morning; he figured he’d be done at 2:00 A.M. He then unloaded the hand truck in silence, wrestled it outside, and trundled off to reload.

I decided not to follow; I realized a lot of hard work went into beer wrangling but not much drama. Later, I asked Body, after three consecutive eighteen-hour days of this, if he ever dreamed of pushing beer cases around; he said he didn’t, mercifully. The one thing he did worry about, though, was catching cold as he moved from the hot sun in and out of the chilly coolers.

I decided to conduct my own little experiment. I went up to one of the outdoor beer stands and punched up the timer on my watch, interested in knowing how quickly the beer was moving. The answer as that over the ten-minute period that I clocked, five bartenders were serving about 3 beers a minute, or about 180 beers (7.5 cases) an hour. A number of the seventeen beer stations were two-person jobs, so clearly not all were doing this brisk of a business. But this was a sobering amount of beer—conservatively, I calculated, at least 100 cases an hour. It was now 5:00 P.M.; if that rate were anywhere close to accurate, Body’s 600 cases would be gone by eleven.

Joe Gilchrist was doing his part. Later, out on the Bama’s boardwalk, I spied him in a captain’s hat, surrounded by a number of young, bikini-wearing admirers and a Bama employee. At first, he seemed in parade captain mode, but then I heard him in animated discussion about trying to speed up business at a beer stand over to one side of the boardwalk; people didn’t seem to know it was there.

The employee suggested the stand could put up a sign offering a special: say, a free fourth beer after a customer had purchased three.

Gilchrist smiled and shook his head. He said, “Well, actually, I’m more interested in selling twenty for the price of twenty-four.”

A couple of weeks after the Toss, I e-mailed the Bama hoping to get an exact count of how many beers or equivalents (since a pitcher holds seven 12-ounce glasses) got drunk that weekend. But nobody had that kind of figure (or at least they weren’t giving it out). I did, however, get an estimate of Bud products from David Bear, a principal in the Lewis Bear distributorship.

“It was about 2,000 case equivalents,” Bear told me on the phone. And with Bud making up about half of all Bama beer sales, the extrapolation is about 4,000 cases altogether.

That’s 96,000 beers—if they were bottles laid end to end, a pipeline of beer nine miles long.

I later had lunch with Paige Lightsey when she visited New York on a work assignment. I wondered how she would assess this Toss compared to others she’d attended. She laughed and said, “I can’t remember.” Then she got serious and said, “I’m very comfortable at the Bama. I work in a very pretentious business and the Bama is a place where I can decompress and be unpretentious. I’ll be back next year.”

As for her annual Mullet Toss beer consumption, well, a lady never tells. But Paige did allow that another reason she had such a soft spot for the Bama is that, “I don’t have to buy a lot of my own beer.”

The only other thing I wondered about the Mullet Toss is what became of the mullet.

The answer is that, after the last mullet is tossed, they are fed to the seagulls.





Author’s note: Mickey Newbury and Mike Fincher have both passed away since the reporting of this event.






A tavern chair is the throne of human felicity.

—DR. SAMUEL JOHNSON

CHAPTER 2 · THE QUEST BEGINS

A Pilgrim on the River of Beer, Stillwater, Minnesota



On a fair Saturday in September of 2002, I bumped down through the late summer thermals aboard a Northwestern Airlines 727 and landed in Minneapolis after a two-hour flight from New York. I claimed a rental car, checked into the industrial park hotel I’d booked as part of a last-minute special on Orbitz, and set about plotting my itinerary. I pulled out the Yellow Pages from my bedside table and started looking up bars.

I was going to spend the next two weeks driving the length of the Mississippi River from north to south, in search of the Perfect Beer Joint. The Flora-Bama, and its beach-bar/dive-bar niche, was certainly one model but I was interested in exploring others.

Though I’d already been researching this book for a few months, I dove into this quest with little preparation. First of all, I didn’t want to taint my research with anybody else’s prepackaged notions of the Perfect Beer Joint. Second, if my basic thesis was true—that beer is a ubiquitous, even saturated fact of American culture—then little research should be necessary. In principle a person ought to be able to alight in almost any place in America, save the nation’s 320 or so dry counties, and find if not a Perfect Beer Joint at least a good one. And surely, in the 2,500-odd miles that the Mississippi chugs from Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico in Louisiana, the odds were good of stumbling upon some place approaching mythical Perfect Beer Joint status.

Of course, I had my reasons for choosing the Mississippi. For starters, it is a storied river, full of lore and color, known to the Old World since 1540 when Hernando De Soto came upon it, though there is no record of him drinking beer along its shores. Mark Twain, a man who was known to like his beer, wrote an entire book about his life on the river and most certainly drank beer along its shores. For all I knew, the Perfect Beer Joint might reside in Twain’s hometown of Hannibal, Missouri. (Preview: It didn’t.)

By contrast, an east-west alternative, following, say, Interstate 80 from Manhattan to San Francisco, didn’t seem as interesting. I have a theory about latitudinal homogenization, believing the predilections, tastes, and biases of the urban coasts travel all too easily along the great east-west hyper-corridors, spreading a kind of sameness that wouldn’t serve my quest. It’s probably occurred to you that you could get in a car in, say, Paramus, New Jersey, and drive coast to coast, stopping at the unavoidable shopping malls that crop up every three or four hours. You could visit a Gap or a T.G.I. Friday’s in every mall and you could see the same kind of people that you’d left behind … and you could arrive at the Pacific Ocean 3,000 miles later with no feeling that you’d gone anywhere at all. (I’m actually planning to try this one day. But it didn’t seem right for my beer quest.)

On the other hand, the vast longitude of the Mississippi, meandering its way through ten states, seemed a lot more prospective. Scenic highways, small towns, a vast range in terrain, demographics, and climate. About 12 million people live in the 125 counties and parishes that border the river. I would begin in Minnesota among folk who, geographically speaking, are practically Canadians and by reputation descended from good beer-drinking Swedes and Germans. I would slide down soon enough into the Great Beer Belly of America, for, by lore at least, Midwesterners are presumed to be the mightiest of U.S. beer drinkers. I would travel through the heartland and land upon the shores of the King of Beers in St. Louis, for though the Budweiser people had shown only wary interest up to this point in talking to me about this book, I could at least visit the huge Anheuser-Busch brewery there as a tourist.
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