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This book is dedicated to my father-in-law Stephen, my friends Stu, Milika, and Adam …


In fact, to anyone who’s asked me a question about beer and enjoyed my response.


This is for you – the answers to the questions you never asked.
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This book is for anyone who wants to know beer a little better. 


Wherever you’re at in your beer journey, I’m here to help you out with this – to give you the tools you need to navigate the world of beer … without turning you into a tool yourself.


I’m not a brewer or a certified beer expert. I’m a writer who started writing about beer in 2015 because beer is the funnest drink in the world. And the more I learn about this wonderful drink, the more I fall in love with it. So whenever I learn interesting things about beer, I want to share them with whoever will listen. Spread the knowledge and spread the love.


Beer is fun, so I reckon learning about beer should be fun as well. That’s why this book is more like having a chat in a pub than sitting through a lecture. This isn’t university.


Welcome to Schoonerversity – where the subject is beer, the classroom is your local brewery or bar, and the textbook is the book in your hand. Except instead of being boring and full of jargon, this textbook describes carbon dioxide as ‘yeast burps’. (I actually think ‘yeast farts’ is funnier, but I know that grosses some people out. So I try to hold in any flatulence jokes. Forgive me if one slips out.)


In this book you’ll find a blend of important facts and useless trivia, all heavily seasoned with bad jokes and loud opinions. I expect one day I’ll be the old guy sitting in the corner of the pub, spouting my theories at anyone who makes the mistake of walking near me.


‘Calling a beer “imperial” when it’s only 8% ABV is cheating!’


‘The darker the head, the better the stout.’


‘You can improve any beer by 20% if you have it with a side of hot chips.’


I’m glad brewers and beer judges and researchers and whoever else take beer so seriously and use their impressive brains to dig into the science that beer requires. It’s how we got to this golden age of beer with awesome breweries around every corner – and it’s only getting better. And I’m glad they use those same brains to write more comprehensive and technical books than this one.


But when all is said and done, if you’re happy to have your beer with a side of BS, then you’re in the right place.
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The world of beer is bigger and better than it’s ever been before, and anyone who thinks beer is just a fizzy, yellow drink is kidding themselves. Wine is often seen as the drink to explore and learn about, but there’s more variety and versatility in the world of beer than there is in wine – and it’s more accessible too.


Not only is there an abundance of excellent breweries sending their beers far and wide, but there’s probably one not far from where you are right now, brewing and pouring and selling different kinds of beer all the time. You can read the descriptions of the various brews, try a tasting paddle of several styles, and take a tour of the brewery. You can hear from the brewer’s mouth how they go about making that sparkling pilsner or that pungent IPA (that’s India pale ale, if you’re new to the beer game) – and then you can taste the beer yourself.


If you’re just discovering the variety of beer available, you’re in for a treat. I remember the first IPA I tried – the bitterness just about burnt a hole through my tongue. (IPAs can be an acquired taste.) I remember the first beer I had with over 10% ABV (alcohol by volume) – it was a Belgian strong ale with a pirate ship on the label and it hit me like a tot of strong rum. (In retrospect, the pirate ship should have tipped me off.) I remember my first German wheat beer, my first breakfast stout, my first whisky barrel-aged beer.


There’s nothing wrong with grabbing a cold beer for a hit of refreshment and the relaxing sigh of alcohol, but it’s not the only way to enjoy beer.


I once gave a friend’s boyfriend a sip of my beer. He said, ‘That’s really nice. But I couldn’t drink a carton of it.’


I said, ‘It’s a 9% ABV Baltic porter. You’re definitely not supposed to drink a carton of it.’


More and more people are beginning to appreciate beer in a multi-faceted way – understanding the ingredients, learning about the brewing process, exploring the aromas and flavours and textures of different beer styles.


Beer is for everyone 


It’s for my brother who’s been drinking lagers his whole life but is becoming more and more interested in trying beers made by local breweries – including some of the fruity or dark beers he never liked before.


It’s for my father-in-law who thought he didn’t love beer because he didn’t like bitterness but has spent the last couple of years discovering an array of malty and sweet and fruity beers.


It’s for my friend who has a PhD in quantum physics but geeks out even harder on beer. She’s gone from beer blogging to beer journalism to becoming a Certified Cicerone to becoming a professional brewer – and she isn’t slowing down.


It’s for the self-proclaimed ‘Beer Tragic’ in my hometown who supports every brewery, attends every beer event, tries every innovative new beer … and always loves going back to an old favourite made by one of the mega-breweries.


It’s for me, the guy who drinks all kinds of fancy and innovative beer styles now, but who used to mix cheap lager with Pepsi when he wanted it weaker and vodka when he wanted it stronger. (If there are any beer police reading this: I was a teenager at the time, so the statute of limitations has passed on those heinous crimes.) If you hear me say just one thing, let it be this: don’t let anyone tell you how you should drink beer. While I’m going to spend this whole book suggesting different ways you can appreciate beer … there are no rules in this book that can’t be broken. No one can tell you what beer you should or shouldn’t drink, like certain styles or breweries are off limits. No one can tell you how you should or shouldn’t drink beer, like if you don’t use a certain glass, you’re somehow doing the beer a disservice.


Drink what you like, how you like it. If you want to smash clean lagers while eating greasy pizza and watching movies about rogue FBI agents, I hope you have a wonderful evening. If you want to pair a mixed ferment saison with organic oysters and French noir films, you have yourself a merveilleuse soirée.


Beer is fun. Don’t overcomplicate it. The beer world has its share of people who take it seriously and get deep into the finicky details, and that’s a great thing. But you don’t have to do that to enjoy drinking it. There’s no secret handshake or password you must know before you can join the inner circle of beer lovers.
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Beer is meant to be enjoyed. Don’t let anyone take that away from you.


Right. That’s enough preamble. Time to get into the good stuff. Use this book however you like. Don’t worry about reading it from cover to cover if that’s not fun for you; it’s not a novel and there’s no test at the end. Flick through it. Look up your questions. Learn what you need when you need it. (The hard cover also works quite well as a beer coaster.)


Let’s get cracking.
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History according to beer


Some people will tell you the best beer is the one in your hand right now. But how can we ignore the history of a drink that’s been enjoyed by Egyptian pharaohs and German monks alike?


We don’t know exactly how beer was invented – it may have been an accident with wet bread or porridge getting a bit funky. But at some point thousands of years ago, people started making it on purpose. For most of history beer has been safer to drink than many water sources, so beer was a staple in homes around the world.


This timeline doesn’t capture the whole story of beer. For example, women have done most of the brewing through history but haven’t received the credit they deserve in the history books.


These pages are more like the scattered notes of a time traveller hiccupping through the space-time continuum, stopping every now and then for a beer and finding it ever more difficult to avoid stepping on a bug and altering history forever.


(Note: please don’t drink and time travel.)


Timeline




	3000 BC and earlier – Evidence of people brewing beer with different grains in Israel ~13000 BC, China ~7000 BC and Iran ~3000 BC (dates based on archaeological chemical evidence).



	2500 BC – Workers building the Great Pyramids in Egypt get a ration of 4–5 litres of beer a day. But beer isn’t just for the labourers – even the god-king pharaohs drink beer.



	2200 BC – Babylonian king Hammurabi includes laws about beer pricing in the Code of Hammurabi.



	1800 BC – Sumerian tablet records the Hymn to Ninkasi, the goddess of beer, which includes a recipe for how to brew beer.
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	1500–600 BC – Sura, a beer-like drink made from rice, is mentioned in Hindu texts the Vedas (1500–900 BC) and the Ramayana (600 BC).



	400 BC – Evidence of people brewing beer with barley and oats in Britain.



	332 BC–395 AD – Despite conquering a number of beer-drinking peoples, people in the Greek and Roman empires still prefer wine, seeing beer as the inferior drink of the ‘barbarians’.



	600 AD – During an outbreak of plague, St Arnold of Metz persuades people to drink beer in place of water (which was impure). The plague disappears.
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	793 – The foundations are laid for Ye Olde Fighting Cocks in St Albans, which claims to be the oldest pub in Britain.



	822 – First documented mention of hops being used for brewing – Abbot Adalard of Corbie writes instructions that a tenth of wild hops gathered should be given to the porter of the monastery to make beer.



	1040 – Brewing begins at Weihenstephan monastery in Germany. Today, Weihenstephan claims to be the oldest brewery in the world still in operation.



	1400s – Monks in Bavaria develop the method of storing their beer in cold caves. Over time, this cold storage method inadvertently develops bottom-fermenting lager yeast.



	1500s – As the Protestant Reformation spreads through Europe, so does the use of hops in beer (since the Catholic church taxed the botanicals used in herbal beer known as ‘gruit’).



	1516 – William IV, Duke of Bavaria, decrees that across Bavaria ‘the only ingredients used for the brewing of beer must be barley, hops and water’ (yeast was not yet understood as a separate ingredient). In 1906, an updated version of this ‘purity order’ is applied across all of Germany, where it is still in place today.



	1575 – In Germany, Heinrich Knaust publishes the first book on brewing, which includes descriptions of around 150 beers.



	1620 – The pilgrims on the Mayflower land in Massachusetts instead of continuing south to a warmer location; one of the reasons for this is that they’re running out of beer on the boat.



	1632 – The Dutch West India Company opens the first commercial brewery in America. They did it so the settlers on the island of Manhattan would spend their time developing the land instead of brewing their own beer.
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	1703 – The term ‘pale ale’ first appears in England since the use of coke (a new smokeless fuel) in the malting process allows for lighter roasted malts.



	1740s–1760s – Beer is seen as part of the solution to London’s out-of-control gin problem. Tax laws begin to favour beer over gin, leading to a decrease in drunkenness and an increase in the standard of living in London.



	1759 – Arthur Guinness signs a 9000-year lease for the St James’s Gate Brewery, Dublin at a fixed rent of £45 per year. (Though the Guinness company will later buy out the property when the brewery outgrows its original four acres.)
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	1790 – James Squire, a convict sent on the First Fleet, becomes the first brewer in Australia, and in 1806 the first to successfully cultivate hops in Australia. At his death, the Sydney Gazette stated, ‘As one of the primary inhabitants of the Colony … none ever more exerted himself for the benefits of the inhabitants …’



	1814 – The collapse of a fermenting vat in Horse Shoe Brewery causes the London Beer Flood – a 300,000 gallon wave of porter breaks the back wall of the brewery and rushes into the immediate area, killing eight people. 



	1822 – The British East India Company asks Samuel Allsop, a brewer from Burton upon Trent, to brew pale ales for them to export to India. The bitter pale ales from Burton soon become known as ‘India ales’ or ‘India pale ales’.



	1842 – In the city of Pilsen, Josef Groll brews the first true pale lager (later known as a Czech pilsner). This clean-drinking style sparks an explosion of popularity for pale lagers across Europe and, later, the world.



	1876 – Louis Pasteur publishes his book Studies in Beer. His scientific work in both the fields of fermentation and food hygiene are instrumental to beer becoming a viable commercial product.
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	1920 – Prohibition begins in the US, which sees many smaller beer producers go out of business. Even after Prohibition is lifted in 1933, there’s a decades-long decline of beer diversity and local beer culture in America; by 1983, six mega-breweries control 92% of beer production in the US, and there are only 80 active breweries across the US.



	1965 – In San Francisco, Fritz Maytag buys 51% of the failing Anchor Brewing because he enjoys its steam ale. Over the next decade, he improves the beer and the brewery; Anchor comes to thrive by brewing a diversity of styles in a market saturated with mass-produced lager, inspiring other brewers to do the same.



	1971 – In the UK, four friends start the Campaign for the Revitalisation of Real Ale (later shortened to ‘Campaign for Real Ale’) with the aim of promoting and protecting cask ale and local pubs. In 2009, CAMRA reaches 100,000 members and almost doubles this number over the next decade.



	1978 – Home brewing is federally legalised in the US for the first time since Prohibition. This leads to an explosion of people across America experimenting with beer styles other than pale lagers – a key part of the craft beer movement.



	1981 – Sierra Nevada Brewing Company opens in California. Their pioneering pale ale – inspired by malty English pale ales but with boosted alcohol content, higher bitterness and loaded with American Cascade hops for flavour – is widely credited as beginning the American pale ale style.



	1983 – Yakima Brewing and Malting Company releases the first beer labelled an ‘India Pale Ale’ in the American craft beer era.



	1985 – The number of breweries in the US reaches 100. As microbreweries take off, this number will reach 1000 in 1996, and by 2022 there will be more than 9000 operating breweries in America.



	1990 – Aroma hop HBC 394 is first bred. After almost two decades of trials, it’s released to the brewing world in 2008 as Citra. With its intense aromas and citrussy flavour profile, Citra will go on to become the most popular aroma hop in the world.
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	1993 – The Ballarat University College and Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria join to run the first international beer and brewing competition in Australia. Today, the Australian International Beer Awards is the largest annual beer competition in the world with more than 2500 entries from 420 breweries in 21 countries.



	1994 – The hop breeding program at Hop Products Australia crosses Australian variety Pride of Ringwood with German variety Perle. The resulting hop variety will be released as Galaxy in 2009, and have one of the highest concentrations of essential oils known in hops.



	1995 – Goose Island’s Bourbon County Stout is disqualified from the Great American Beer Festival since it doesn’t fit any of the style categories. Bourbon County went on to popularise bourbon barrel-aged stouts around the world.



	2001 – After watching a TV chef add pepper to a soup in small increments while it simmers, brewer Sam Calagione pioneers the continuous hopping method. Dogfish Head’s 90 Minute IPA is born.
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	2002 – As bitter IPAs grow in popularity, Stone Brewing releases Ruination, the first year-round packaged west coast double IPA. The race for breweries to out-bitter each other is far from over; in 2010, Danish brewer Mikkeller will release an IPA theoretically containing 1000 IBUs (International Bitterness Units), compared with Ruination’s 100+.



	2004 – A Vermont brewpub called The Alchemist releases its first batch of a double IPA called Heady Topper. It’s unlike anything else on the market: explosively fruity yet extremely dank, boozy and bitter yet smooth, and hazy rather than clear. Heady Topper attracts a cult following with its own black market – brewpub customers sneak glasses of the stuff into the bathrooms and pour it into bottles they can smuggle out. This is the beer credited with sparking the haze craze.
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	2006 – Mikkeller is founded as a nomad brewing company in Denmark. Though they have no brewery of their own, they win an international competition with Beer Geek Breakfast and receive an international distribution deal the same year.



	2007 – Ray Daniels founds the Cicerone Certification Program, a series of training courses and exams to improve knowledge and service in the beer industry. Cicerones are the sommeliers of the beer world – certified beer experts who have learned and tasted their way through many aspects of beer and use their knowledge and skills to lead others through the world of beer.



	2008 – The first in-person meeting of the Pink Boots Society takes place at the Craft Brewers Conference in San Diego. The Pink Boots Society encourages and supports women in the beer industry. Today, they have chapters in USA, Canada, South America, Australia, NZ and Europe.



	2009 – Scottish brewery Brewdog releases a 32% ABV beer to take the title of ‘world’s strongest beer’ from German brewery Schorschbräu. This fuels a back-and-forth struggle between the two breweries for the title, culminating in a collaboration beer in 2020 – a 57.8% ABV beer called Strength in Numbers.
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	2011 – AB InBev, a multinational drinks company, purchases Goose Island Beer Co. In the following years, with big brewers getting into the craft beer market around the world with their own ‘crafty’ beers and by buying craft breweries, the language of ‘independent breweries’ becomes more prominent.



	2014 – Beer writer Lars Marius Garshol visits traditional brewers in western Norway and is blown away by kveik, unique yeast strains with incredible properties that have been cultured for thousands of years in regional Norway. Over the next several years, Garshol works to introduce the rest of the world to kveik.



	2015 – Sabro hops are commercially released and quickly become known for their distinct coconut flavour. Sabro is one of the hop varieties to popularise neomexicanus hops, a subspecies of hops that had been discovered growing wild in the mountains of New Mexico.
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	2016 – A London brewery makes a beer with a yeast culture swabbed from the wood of Roald Dahl’s writing chair. (This is basically Jurassic Park but with beer instead of dinosaurs.)



	2022 – Beer writer Mick Wüst coins the phrase, ‘Jurassic Park but with beer instead of dinosaurs.’
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