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What is there for the soul to understand?

The slack face of the dismal pure inane?

Theodore Roethke, “A Walk in Late Summer”
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Just look around you in any public barroom and you will quickly see: Bad people drink bad beer.

Hunter S. Thompson
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All that David Copperfield Crap or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Drink More Beer
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In the fall of 1979, President Carter’s national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, was awoken at three a.m. with a report that the Soviets had launched a massive nuclear strike against the United States.

Knowing the Soviets had subs armed with ballistic missiles off the Atlantic seaboard, Brzezinski calculated the administration had just a few minutes to decide whether to press the button and retaliate, thereby incinerating and irradiating the entire northern hemisphere. In the logic of the arms race, the United States was winning the Cold War because the Soviets possessed only enough thermonuclear warheads to kill every man, woman, and squirrel in America five-thousand times over, whereas America had enough to kill all the Soviets ten-thousand times over, with the only way to maintain this delicate peace being the pointing of all these weapons at each other. Such was Brzezinski’s dilemma.

Lucky for civilization, it was a false alarm. A training video somehow mistaken for live fire. Brzezinski never even bothered to wake up President Carter, instead leaving the Commander in Chief to sleep on more important matters—such as his decision to legalize homebrewing, which had been banned since Prohibition. Carter’s wisdom cleared the path for states to allow the opening of brewpubs for the selling of these newly legit “microbrews,” as craft beers were known back then.

I was born in the spring of 1979, and such was the world I found myself dropped into: one with a lot of bizarre and frightening things, alongside some enlightened and pleasant things. Skip forward a few decades—past a storied college basketball career that saw me set the school record not for assists or three-pointers, but torn ACLs, stints as an honest used car salesman, a night-blind pizza delivery man, and a narcoleptic security guard, the eventual return to school for a few graduate degrees of dubious practicality, all topped off with approximately 30,000 miles of brooding and aimless car travel throughout the American West—and I awoke one day in the spring of 2016 not to a phone call heralding Armageddon, but to a pair of melancholy realizations. 

First, thanks to all that higher education soaked up while avoiding the workaday world, I’d ended up working in higher education myself (if as that lowliest of intellectual serfs, the community college adjunct instructor), and the academic year was winding down, which reminded me of my own student days and how I’d cherished summer’s freedoms. But this only served as a reminder that I was no longer quite so young—in fact, the paired digits of my numerical age suggested in no uncertain terms that I was about halfway dead. 

This is no epiphany, of course. Everybody gets older, everybody over the age of approximately seven knows this, and we all must eventually come to grips with our own mortality. So why should I be any different? Who awarded me a patent on gloom? But sometimes it’s the obvious things that strike the deepest chord, and I’m hardly the first guy to squirm when confronted with this particular thought. 

Take Jack Kerouac, a writer who I discovered young (when you’re supposed to discover him) and whose books I’ve loved ever since. In Desolation Angels, having spent the summer of 1956 high on a desolate mountaintop in the North Cascades, half-mad from writing Buddhist poems and killing innocent mice, Jack catches a reflection of himself in a darkened window and thinks how the deepening lines on his face indicate he’s come to the halfway point of his life, to middle age, to “the decay and the strife all to come” when an old fart like himself will no longer find any girls willing to take him to bed. That’s the sort of mood I found myself in. 

Better yet, consider the experience of Captain Meriwether Lewis. In the summer of 1805, the explorer celebrated a birthday while camped near the Bitterroot Range along the Salmon River, known today as The River of No Return. The Corps of Discovery had just reached the Continental Divide and realized there was no such thing as the Northwest Passage which President Jefferson had sent them to find. Lewis was a close friend of Jefferson, and had lived and studied with him before departing on his great journey. During this period, Jefferson reflected that Lewis was plagued by “sensible depressions of mind” which seemed to run in his family. Sure enough, reflecting on his failure to find the all-important water route, Lewis’s journal strikes a mournful tone: “I had in all human probability now existed about half the period which I am to remain in this . . . world,” he wrote, “that I had as yet done but little, very little indeed . . .” 

Meriwether Lewis was thirty-one when he wrote those words. 

Jack Kerouac had been thirty-four when he wrote his. 

I was thirty-seven. 

My second realization was perhaps even less insightful: I wasn’t a very happy guy. In fact, I couldn’t quite recall what true happiness even felt like, as if the whole notion was a con, a scam, like the get-rich quick schemes on late-night TV. I supplemented my meager teaching income by bartending, and awoke most days shrouded in a bluish fog. A strong pot of coffee would perk me up just enough to drag my brain to the classroom, so as to deliver pithy remarks to bored teenagers, whereas a second pot saw my weary bones to the gym, so as to forestall the inevitable heart attack (that most cliché of American deaths), before I either changed into a uniform and headed to the bar to stir martinis and shake gimlets, or came home to the couch and my four best friends, the walls. 

If this all sounds a bit depressing, that’s because it really was. Blame the usual suspects: a half-baked career after a few false starts at other careers, all of which sounded like glorified jail sentences; family and friends whom my lack of overt success underwhelmed and disappointed; and frustrated artistic ambitions in the form of a couple books I’d written that weren’t exactly generating a buzz in the publishing world (“Dear Author, thank you so much for querying. While we read your submission with great interest, we’ve decided to pass. Best of luck finding a home for this manuscript, and in all your future endeavors in the restaurant industry”). Add to this a girlfriend recently lost under distressing circumstances, a beloved but very dead tomcat, and I was left with a question: Was there anything out there that still brought me joy?

Thankfully, the answer was yes. 

The answer was beer. Cold, delicious, hoppy beer.

For better or worse and absurd as it might sound, beer was the one thing left that still made me happy. You know the sort of happiness I mean. The unthinking, spontaneous kind. Christmas morning. Riding a bike on a warm April day. A contentment that isn’t earned by some labor, or by endlessly delaying gratification, or by plotting and executing some clever plan, but just falls from the sky like manna. On its face at least, beer is a simple substance with a simple purpose, and amidst the dark swells of life’s inevitable confusions and anxieties, simple things have a way of shining through the murk and buoying us when we most need buoyed. 

The above should not be taken to imply all was misery, though. I knew some good people and had my health, and the terrified and defensive sarcasm of my teens and the bitter black humor of my late-twenties had mellowed into an irony that consoled me through much disappointment. But that’s not quite the same thing as happiness, and so it seemed a change was in order. While I sensed an embrace of beer was part of this change, drinking myself stupid held little appeal, as I’d already thoroughly explored that route (with beer being just the tip of the iceberg in terms of mind-altering substances) and it’d led more or less nowhere. 

Instead, I asked myself what it was about beer that’d retained this joy-giving potential when so much else had fallen away. After all, beer is just a soup of water and grain, spiced with hops and fermented with yeast. In all probability, beer or something like it has been around since the domestication of plants and the resulting agricultural revolutions throughout the ancient world. Beer predates the wheel. Beer predates literature. In fact, beer predates nearly everything we call civilization. In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus famously points out that all of Western thought boils down to just one basic philosophical problem—that after suicide there would be no more beer. So surely it wasn’t just the substance itself, or the fuzzy-headedness brought about by having too much of it, that I was drawn to. 

Also, I asked what it meant for a guy hailing from a central Illinois cow town to have spent a decade bouncing around the big cities of the West Coast—Portland, San Diego, Seattle—which happen to be where the craft beer revolution was born and remain where the majority of America’s best beer is made. Being from a rural place, I was naturally curious about urban life, and I liked it well enough, having come to know those cities and their beers intimately. But what about the places I’d so far overlooked—places as small as my own hometown, even—were they making wonderful beers, too? Might I find a pilsner or a person or some strange vision out there? A clue of some kind, a trail back to the guy I’d been before life had quietly bled out its color.

So come June, the long rainy season having finally passed, I decided to hit the road. The terrain of my explorations was the home of craft beer, the Pacific Northwest, and while geographical boundaries for this region vary greatly—from the thin slice of wet ground between the Cascades and the Pacific, to the entire region between Alaska and San Francisco Bay, stretching clear east to the Rockies—for our purposes, as in all things, beer will be the guide. Thus, the entirety of Washington and Oregon feels about right, as Canada wasn’t really part of the craft beer revolution and California’s beer scene merits a book all its own. 

In the back of my mind, however, I realized I wanted to explore the Northwest for reasons that ran deeper than beer. Though not a native son, I’d felt an emotional kinship with the landscape from the moment I first saw it: with its leaden skies and low gray clouds and the cold and pounding surf, with the dripping and eerie forests and that sense of damp green gloom which seeps, like the constant rain, into the minds and hearts of those who call the region home. But the Pacific Northwest is also a strikingly beautiful place—perhaps the most sublime America has to offer—and so I suspected I’d find arresting scenery, the sort of adventuresome people such scenery attracts, and (of course) the adventurous ales such people like to drink, no matter where I traveled and no matter how backwater the locale. For a half-dead guy this alone seemed reason enough to go, there being so much to taste but so little time to savor it. 

Rallying from his melancholy, Jack Kerouac came down from the mountaintop and resolved to embrace the pleasures and pains of his life, along with those mad and wonderful friends “who never yawn or say a commonplace thing.”

Rallying from his melancholy, Meriwether Lewis’s birthday resolution was “to live for mankind, as I have heretofore lived for myself.” 

Rallying from my own melancholy, my resolution was “to go drink some beer.” 

After all, the clock was ticking—is ticking—and that’s a fact we’ve all got to live with somehow.
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The Humours of a Beer Snob
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The community college was located in Everett, Washington, an old mill town thirty miles north of Seattle. Everett was blue-collar and a little rough around the edges, and this from a guy who knows whereof he speaks, as my central Illinois hometown had just twelve-hundred people, zero stoplights, and only one bar serving only one style of beer: American light lager (alternately, American lite lager). 

Unlike small-town Illinois, however, Everett had a few craft breweries. One of them, Scuttlebutt, sat near the water on Port Gardner Bay Marina. Port Gardner was named by the intrepid George Vancouver, who landed his Discovery near a village of the Snohomish tribe in 1792. Vancouver promptly planted a flag and claimed the area for England, fired off his cannons at nothing in particular, issued his crew a round of grog in celebration, and then—as the Snohomish watched and scratched their heads—raised anchor and sailed away once again. Soon other white men followed from the Hudson Bay Company, then prospectors and homesteaders fresh off the Oregon Trail, who brought with them guns and smallpox and a tendency to dam the rivers and cut down all the trees. 

But as far as Everett’s breweries went, I couldn’t find one that suited my taste. To borrow a term from the oenophiles, perhaps the terroir of Everett, Washington simply disagrees with me? My beer snobbery is a venial sin at worst, though, and to be dubbed a “beer geek” is actually an honorific of the highest order. The only real downside to loving craft beer is that craft beer gets a tad spendy, at least insofar as beer-drinking goes. Then again, my teaching gig paid so little that I felt curiously obliged to rid myself of whatever pittance might’ve otherwise remained. As Young Werther puts it, most of us work away our lives just trying to make a living and are so troubled by whatever freedom remains that we quickly find a way to be rid of it.  

Hence, Everett’s best little craft beer taphouse: Brews Almighty.

#
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To get there, I left the college and drove south down Rockefeller Avenue—named after Standard Oil’s very own, the magnate who’d bankrolled the town of Everett back in the late nineteenth century. Mr. Rockefeller was convinced by some optimistic land speculators that the deep waters of Port Gardner Bay would become the terminus of railroad tycoon Jim Hill’s Great Northern, the second of the transcontinental lines linking the agricultural, mineral, and timber wealth of the Midwest with the Pacific. Everett, Washington would become the New York City of the West was the thought, or at least another Boston.

Then I reached Hewitt Avenue, the main drag. Henry Hewitt Jr. was the speculator most responsible for Rockefeller sinking his millions into Everett—a shantytown the historian Norman H. Clark describes ever so delicately as “a mud-drenched community of idiots.” Henry Hewitt’s dream didn’t pan out, of course. Jim Hill named Seattle the terminus of his railroad, and Rockefeller soon launched a series of cutthroat legal maneuvers to get his money back. Afterward, Everett became a resource town beset by vicious class warfare, and Hewitt Avenue became a din of drunken timberman, last-chance prostitutes, and ten-card stud. It got so seedy that the tent show evangelist Billy Sunday (a charismatic former pro baseball player turned religious entrepreneur) came to preach his righteous brand of teetotalism to the rowdy millworkers. As a counter measure, the esteemed lawyer Clarence Darrow (of Scopes Monkey Trial fame) was brought in by the local taxpayer’s association to argue for keeping Everett wet, mostly so that the working class would continue subsidizing city government with their bar tabs.

Port Gardner Bay sparkled down the hill as I waited out a long stoplight. Just then, a middle-aged white dude entered the crosswalk. He carried a sack of groceries. He also sported a garish red baseball cap advertising another white dude—one who fancied himself a modern-day Rockefeller. For whatever reason, halfway across the street and dead even with the Honda’s windshield, this pedestrian paused to give yours truly a truly dirty look. 

MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN, his cap read. 

Donald Trump had recently been named his party’s presumptive nominee, and along with everyone else, I’d been seeing that slogan more and more often—on hats, on shirts, on yard signs and roadside billboards. Still hadn’t quite gotten used to it, though. Nonetheless, I smiled politely at the man and shook off the unaccountable weirdness of our little staring match. After a quick left, I was soon parked outside Brews Almighty. 

Inside was a well-curated tap list. Beer people tend to be thoughtful people, and to the owner’s credit there’s rarely a dull keg. While deciding what to have, I informed the reliably surly woman tending the taps that it was important I choose just the right beer, as I was celebrating.

“Is it a boy or a girl?” 

“Better,” I said. “It’s the end of spring quarter.”

Then she asked if I was a student up at the college, and I admitted to actually teaching English courses there. 

“No wonder you need a beer,” she said.

I explained that today had been my last class until September; I was officially a free man.

“Must be nice,” she said, “cashing those state paychecks all summer long.”

I agreed with her that it surely would’ve been nice, but for the fact that Washington State didn’t see fit to pay me over the summer. When she asked how I meant to live with no income, I explained that I’d managed to squirrel away a few pennies and also planned to bartend a couple of nights a week. I’d recently filed a deferment on my high-interest student loan payments, as well. I told her about this, too, adding that—in my humble opinion—Uncle Sam was in the extortion racket.

“Makes me glad I never got enough education to go into education,” she said.

“Funny, I give my students that exact same advice.”

Then she asked how I planned to spend all my free time, and I said some traveling and a little writing—and that, more importantly, I intended to drink all the craft beer I could find.

“Well you’ve come to the right place for that.” 

In addition to the aforementioned worthy pursuits, I also planned to finally read the book I’d brought along, Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy. The brick-thick volume had more pages than my hometown has people. My copy was so heavy that I sat it atop the bar to give my hand a rest. The cover depicted the sepia-toned human skull and dwindling hourglass from Philippe de Champaigne’s Vanitas (1671), an example of memento mori, an expression meaning: “Remember that you too must die.” The idea traces back to ancient Greece, appears throughout various religions, and pops up frequently in art. Think Hamlet chatting with Yorick’s skull, or those little skeletons on Dia de Los Muertos.

“Looks like you got yourself a beach read there,” the bartender said.

Then I admitted that I’d been lugging old Burton around shamefully unread for the last fifteen years (though I’d never before brought him to a bar). I’d purchased the book shortly after graduating college, compelled by the curious perfection of the title, but more so by my own feelings of melancholy, which had cropped up from time to time. A strange way of self-medicating, perhaps, but I’d wondered if reading the longest, oddest, and most famous tome on my affliction might provide some insight. 

But the Anatomy is the densest of books. Burton, a cloistered Oxford academic, added successive editions over the decades, expanding, explaining, compounding (and confounding) his life’s work until it spiraled into thorny brambles of labyrinthine ideas and ancient scholarship and sheer verbal gush with such eye-straining regularity that I’d only managed to read bits of it—tasty if puzzling snippets—here and there.

“Let me see if I got this straight,” the bartender said. “You’re done with school, but now you’re gonna read that?” 

She had a point. Pouring over the gloomy musings of an English Renaissance scholar probably isn’t the most relaxing way to spend one’s leisure time, but Burton is both learned and ironic. For example, he explains by way of justifying his Sisyphean attempts to both perfect his treatise and to simultaneously cure himself of the titular disorder, that idleness must be avoided at all costs. “I write of melancholy,” he declares, “by being busy to avoid melancholy.” And while he occasionally had his priorities out of whack—Burton was a self-professed “aquæ potor” or water-drinker—he rightly shoots down those who would malign beer-drinking. Quoting assorted long-forgotten philosophers, he asserts that brew, “’tis a most wholesome and a pleasant drink” that’s “more subtile and better for the hop that rarefies it” and has “an especial virtue against melancholy.” 

Notably, this follows an extended formal digression​[1] which summarily denounces virtually every food one might feasibly consume. Pork is overly moist and packed with humours, and thus likely to cause a quartan ague (recurring fever), while rabbit meat is dark and hard to digest and tends to cause nightmares, whereas “all venison is melancholy, and begats bad blood” much as cheeses and curds only serve to increase one’s incipient melancholy; furthermore, Rhasis and Magninus “discommend all fish” as fish are nutritionally slimy and “breed viscosities.” As for vegetables, Crato and company find few if any fit to eat, but cabbage is most troublesome of all, with Galen writing that cabbage makes for a heavy soul; and you can forget about parsnips and potatoes, because none other than the esteemed Bruerinus declares all roots windy and “troublesome to the head.” Finally, beans and peas are for naught, as they fill the brain with gross fumes, or so saith Isaac.  

But perhaps most indicative of the whole mad book is Burton’s take on carp.

“Carp,” Burton writes, “is a fish of which I know not what to determine.” He then proves this by weighing at excruciating length the opinions of learned carp experts such as Franciscus Bonsuetus, who derides carp as a “muddy fish,” and Hippolytus Salvianus, who in his New York Times and Amazon.com bestselling classic on carp, de piscium natura et præparaione, criticizes carp for its slimy meat. On the other hand, Paulus Jovius approves of carp, as so doth Messieurs Dubravius and Freitagius, who “puts it amongst the fishes of the best rank.” 

In this way, Burton manages to wax philosophical on carp—and every other subject under the sun—without ever quite stating a definitive conclusion. So it’s refreshing when, after rambling on and on like this until his reader is left in a glassy-eyed daze, Burton finally recommends a food that experts from the Classical Period through the Dark Ages and up into the Renaissance can agree is unlikely to cause melancholy: beer.    

“Not to judge a book by the cover,” the bartender said, “but that looks like a downer.”

When I told her the book’s subject was in fact the oldest downer known to mankind— depression—she wanted to know if it was like a medical book, or if I meant the fella who wrote it was depressed himself.

“A bit of both,” I said, and fanned the impossible clump of pages. “If that makes sense?” 

“He should’ve gotten himself some of that Prozac. I hear it works wonders.”

“I used to pop those things like Certs,” I said, but the bartender merely smirked and asked if I thought it’d helped any.

This was actually hard to say, though. Looking back, it’s possible the pills had helped a little, at least at first, although that might’ve just been me hoping they would help. “These days I stick to what I know works,” I said. “Like beer and books.”

“Well, I’m still not sure about that book of yours, but I can definitely pour you a beer.”

I pointed out the ale I’d been eyeing, and as the bartender filled my glass I considered that her skepticism of Burton was understandable. Because while encyclopedic on matters of the human condition, the Anatomy remains a product of its pre-Enlightenment time. This shows most clearly via Burton’s penchant for quotation. There’s nothing he loves more than to quote some dusty old sage, even when those sages say things like if a pregnant woman sees a rabbit her child will be born with a hare-lip, or that depressed old grandmas are actually witches who fornicate with the devil. Nevertheless, the book was long enough to at least keep me busy.

Moments later, beer in hand and sunken comfortably into a booth, I angled the lamp just so and began to read. Burton, like most educated people of his day, ascribed to the ancient theory of humours that arose with Hippocrates in Classical Greece and clung to men’s imaginations until anatomists fully mapped the course of blood throughout the body. Melancholy, which is the fluid largely responsible for our disposition, counts as one of these humours (the others are blood, phlegm, and choler), and derives etymologically from the Greek melaina chole, or black bile. In what’s surely no coincidence, this theory originates with the liver. According to Burton, the liver is a “shop of humours” that produces these mysterious fluids which determine everything about us—health, mood, proclivities, even our fate. 

With summer finally here, my own liver had some work to do, and Brews Almighty was a good place to get started. Brewery posters from Ninkasi and Elysian and neon signage from Firestone-Walker and Widmer adorned the walls, while the bottle coolers were decorated with Seahawks stickers, and the stereo played Zeppelin’s “Going to California” at a volume low enough that nobody had to shout. 

As for my beer, it was rusty orange, headless, legless, and sour. Think ripe apricot cut with lemon. It was brewed in Bend, Oregon, a town in the central Cascades known as “Beer Town, USA.” I hoped to visit Bend, and maybe even visit the maker of this beer—10 Barrel—although the brewery had recently been purchased by Anheuser-Busch InBev, a Belgian-Brazilian transnational conglomerate prone to making offers which simply cannot be refused—not the severed heads of horses, but long strings of zeros and commas. Regardless of what their press releases might claim, AB-InBev’s goal is to one way or another stop talented craft brewers, such as the folks at 10 Barrel, from carving any deeper into the market share. Such buyouts were a business decision, pure capitalism, and so tend to leave a few victims in their wake. This isn’t just true of beer, either. Nor is it just true of today.

Consider the Everett Massacre, for example. 

The events occurred just shy of a century before, back in November of 1916, at the height of industrial tensions between mill owners and striking workers, when the Seattle branch of the International Workers of the World (the “Wobblies”) sent a contingent of loyalists to Everett to support the picketers. Once arrived, the Wobblies were taken to a field, stripped nude, and made to run a gauntlet of deputies who beat them bloody with clubs. Undaunted, a week later the IWW sent more men. The Everett police force was in the pocket of the monopolists and spread rumor that these un-American Wobblies planned to burn the mills and loot the town, when the worst they had in mind was a few soapbox polemics along Hewitt Avenue. By the time the IWW boat reached the dock, hundreds of local men had gathered to ward them off. This being America, everyone brought guns. Somebody inevitably lost his temper and fired a shot. This was quickly followed by everyone firing shots, and soon the Wobblies were bullet-riddled and dying. 

The Everett Massacre earns a mention not only in the history books, but in a few of the Northwest’s prominent novels: notably, Ken Kesey’s Sometimes a Great Notion, and Jack Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums and Desolation Angels. In Kesey’s novel, which is curiously unsympathetic to the labor movement, considering its author would later become an icon of the counterculture, one of the dead was the grandfather of a local union rep; while for Kerouac, who always identified with the downtrodden, having grown up amidst the greasy soot of another mill town—Lowell, Massachusetts—the dead are “oldtime heroes.” 

But whatever one’s politics, the shooting on Port Gardner Bay made clear that efforts to unite workers in collective bargaining for reasonable safety standards simply would not fly in the freedom-loving mills of Everett, Washington. Perhaps it’s overreaching to see a connection between such historical events and the modern auguries of beer-drinking, but then again maybe not. After all, AB-InBev had recently launched a summer advertising campaign titled “America is in Your Hands,” which swapped the trademark “Budweiser” on its cans and bottles with the word “America.” The campaign was set to run through the November election, and thereby inspire red-blooded Americans to hold a cold sweaty can of good old-fashioned patriotism in their hands—and hopefully not think too hard about the fact that the beer inside that can was no longer brewed by an American-owned company.  

Despite the callousness of such a marketing ploy, and while I remain wary of the motives of mega-corporations like AB-InBev, the company hasn’t (at least to my knowledge) had anyone shot for exercising their free speech rights, and the 10 Barrel ale’s tangy brightness was a relief after the cold drip of the rainy season. The souring owed to lactobacillus, a form of bacteria commonly found in the human vagina, amongst other places less conspicuous, such as sourdough bread. But while sours now reside on the frontier of American craft brewing, they’re actually kin to the oldest beers known to exist. 

Wild-fermenting ales were being made around today’s Belgium upwards of 5,000 years ago. Thus, back before anyone had any clue how yeast functioned, long before Pasteur and his Etudes sur la bier, brewers were throwing open the attic doors in the knowledge that something would happen to the sugary wort they’d cooked up—something not unlike magic. In fact, those early brewers referred to this frothy and mysterious bubbling as “God is good.” And so it was fitting to drink a sour at Brews Almighty, with its angelic theme, as those first brewers of wildly fermented ales viewed the transformation as nothing short of a divine blessing.

The beer was so tasty that I was considering having another, except just then a pair of local Everett guys entered with their scary-looking tattoos, muscle-tees, shin-length shorts, and—inevitably—their pit bulls. What is it with men expressing their inner-macho via pooch? Because those dogs never asked to be paraded around like loaded pistols, and they didn’t choose to have fire hydrants for necks and jaws like hippopotami, but were born and bred that way, much as I was born at the tail end of Generation X and therefore missed the ingrained millennial knowledge that all things of value necessarily have interactive screens and Wi-Fi, and thus lacked the foresight not to invest in a degree in literature and creative writing. 

I watched the newcomers try to order from the bartender.

“Sorry, boys,” she said, “but we don’t serve Bud Light. Our beer actually tastes good. Maybe you should try an IPA?”

I thought of these guys as Thug Life Kowalskis, because they put me in mind of a young Marlon Brando if Brando had been into Tupac and traded Tennessee Williams for Tennessee whiskey. Kowalskis usually don’t hang around craft beer spots for long, though, as they prefer bars which serve six-dollar pitchers of the aforementioned American light lager, as opposed to six-dollar pints of India Pale Ale. But cost isn’t the only factor at work here. There are elements of nationalism and class pride, as well, as American macrobrew is seen by many as the drink of real hard-working blue-collar Americans, sort of like those millworkers who misplaced their loyalties and shot up the Wobblies on Port Gardner Bay.

If beer really is the drink of the working class, though, it needs be said that corporate lager such as Bud Light isn’t even really beer, at least not as history has defined the beverage. Because even before the usage of hops, bittering agents were added to temper the sweetness of the grain, whereas American corporate lagers employ so miniscule an amount of hops that the bitterness is undetectable upon the tongue. The saccharine wateriness of such barley pop appeals to those who’ve never been properly exposed to real beer, which is by necessity bitter as well as sweet, a balance which Robert Burton writes is foundational to the human experience. He quotes Solomon to show that even amidst our laughter is sorrow, and notes how all good and prosperous things also hath some bitterness; seen in this light, it’s patently absurd for mortal man to deny the various miseries which spice his life. But Burton doesn’t lament. Instead, he argues that whether one finds life’s bitterness pleasant or painful, it is simply the habit of man, and thus the habit of this world.

Sure enough, confronted with real beer in all its complexity and mystery, the Kowalskis dragged their pit bulls right back out the door. And here was one of the great ironies of beer-drinking: the more rebellious and dangerous-looking the clientele, the more likely they are to have a rap sheet, the more apt to ride Harley-Davidsons and overvalue their Second Amendment rights, the greater the likelihood of their drinking characterless beers with multi-billion dollar marketing schemes devised by shark-suited corporate overlords who would no sooner tip a Bud with one of these working-class guys than cease busting unions and lobbying to enable the exportation of manufacturing jobs to Mexico and China.

Perhaps I’m as bitter as an IPA, or as sour as that 10 Barrel ale, but maybe what we drink matters more than we care to admit. Maybe ignorance of one aspect of culture—even beer culture—is a bellwether of neglect for all the rest.
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Beer Near Me: A Journey to Middle-Earth (and Mount Vernon)
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A couple of days later, I awoke in my cozy little (daylight) basement studio with what was either a hangover or a head cold. Regardless, the treatment protocol was the same. 

Skookum Brewing lay in the town of Arlington, another old mill town near the forks of the Stillaguamish River. It should’ve been a short drive north, but short drives are rare as suntans in the Puget Sound basin. Bottlenecked between the saltwater and Cascades, Seattle’s population explosion has resulted in world-class gridlock. This endless stop-and-go is frustrating enough to make Seattleites contemplate quitting their upwardly mobile careers to go live someplace far, far away, like Iowa or Nebraska, places they’ve never even visited and assume are ugly and boring—so much so that there might not be much traffic. 

Sure enough, eleven a.m. on a Saturday and I-5 was totally stalled. So I swigged my coffee, palmed the Honda’s horn, and swerved onto the exit for route 9, where I proceeded to zoom up the turn lane and then cut back into the other lane—serenaded by a chorus of outraged honking—at every stoplight. In this way, I passed hundreds of stalled passenger vehicles and soon followed a roundabout to my destination.

Inside Skookum’s tasting room, the sour biscuit smell of cooking wort cut through my sinus congestion. Ten and twenty-barrel fermentation tanks filled one end of the space, while wood-lined copper boilers took up the other. A serene-looking brewer dude in green rubber waders sampled a little morning beer while hosing out kegs. 

“Skookum” is a Chinook word meaning monstrous or very powerful, but it reminded me of something I might roll up and smoke with that mellow brewer. Having recently lifted the prohibition on marijuana, Washington was enjoying a Green Revolution. Pot shops have blossomed everywhere. Considering I came of age in the ‘90s Midwest, where marijuana still carried a taboo, it felt odd to see these shops in suburban strip malls. McDonald’s, Jiffy Lube, Starbucks, and Slow Yo Roll Recreational Marijuana. They even hire teenagers to drum up business by twirling big green signs out by the curbs. It’s weird. I doubt I’ll ever get used to it.

One good thing about legalization is now breweries feel free to use weed terms to describe their beer. On Skookum’s draft board was an India Pale Ale called the Cont(r)act High, which promised the “dank” flavor of “Sticky icky!” But this doesn’t necessarily mean Skookum’s brewers were toking up behind the kettles (although it doesn’t necessarily not mean that, either). No, the terms are simply accurate, as pot and hops are close cousins. If you like the smell of the one, you’ll probably enjoy the taste of the other. But while I love hops, I’m not a particularly talented smoker of marijuana. Being introverted by nature, a couple puffs of that legal Seattle weed leaves me huddled in a corner, counting my heartbeats and mourning something cruel I may or may not have actually said to a classmate back in seventh grade.

My stuffy nose would’ve ruined a beer like the Cont(r)act High, though, as much of the pleasure lies in the hop aroma. Instead, I needed something rich and sweet on the tongue, so I ordered an imperial stout called the Murder of Crows. It was conditioned with oak chips soaked in Old Crow bourbon. Beer and bourbon makes sense together, as the laws of bourbon-making require the spirit only be aged in new charred oak barrels, leaving distillers with a bunch of perfectly good barrels which they can’t use again. Scotch and tequila makers buy them up, and brewers are following suit.

Next came a Belgian-style saison aged in cabernet barrels. It was light, tart, dry, and rustic—although not nearly so rustic as the older couple at the next table over. In addition to their both being dressed head to toe in denim, rather like Wood’s American Gothic, they’d been watching me jot my notes with unabashed curiosity. Writing in bars can seem pretentious, so unless the young woman pulling taps is in particular need of impressing, I try to keep a low profile. If a stranger should ask what I’m up to, which strangers sometimes will, I admit to being an English teacher, which typically wilts their interest and discourages any further questions.

“Excuse me, young man,” the woman said. Her husband smiled at me expectantly, as if he’d put her up to it. I laid aside my pen and asked how I might be of assistance.

“We need to pay for these beers”—and then I noticed she’d pulled a rubber-sleeved bank book from her denim purse—“but do you think they’ll take our personal check?”

I inquired as to whether they were by chance residents of lovely and bucolic Arlington.

“We are,” the husband said, still smiling.

“We most certainly are,” agreed his wife, still holding the rubber checkbook.

“And do you two come to this brewery a lot?”

“We visit when we can,” the wife said. Then she leaned in close to whisper. “We like the beer, but it’s awfully expensive.”

Her husband nodded, as if she’d conferred a great truth, and then I recalled the Thug Life Kowalskis back in Everett, who wouldn’t drink in a place like Brews Almighty because pints of craft beer cost a little more than Bud Light. And now here were these two retirees, pinching pennies so they could enjoy locally made Skookum beer. Unbeknownst to them, they’d warmed my heart. “Well this is my first time here,” I said, “but I’ll bet if you show them your bank book”—I pointed at the bulky thing—“they’d be happy to accept your check.”

The denim-clad duo thanked me with real sincerity. Over the husband’s shoulder, taped to the walk-in cooler, was a notice: “KEEP YOUR CLOTHES ON! Indecent Exposure WILL NOT be tolerated. Anyone involved will be banned from the premises.”

On my way out, I settled my tab. “See grandma and grandpa over there?” I said to the bartender. “I’d like to pay for their beers, too.”

The bartender said no problem, and then asked if they really were my grandparents. 

“May as well be,” I said. 
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I’ve always felt a healthy dose of chance is good for the soul and that too much planning inhibits discovery, and so, hoping to give fate a whirl and ward off the melancholy of the predictable, I typed a singular query into my iPhone’s magic GPS thingamajig: beer near me . . .  

A number of cute little red pins showered the map and I followed one toward Whiskey Ridge Brewing. Upon finding the tiny place, the owner-bartender-brewer greeted me with an apology: “We’ve only got three beers on tap today, unfortunately.”

The one I tried was pretty good, though. While sipping, I discovered the owner-bartender-brewer was also a –writer. “I used to study English . . .” she began. 

But more words weren’t necessary. I understood. She’d opened the classifieds the day after graduation only to discover that four years’ of pondering the baroque history of Yoknapatawpha County and the bespectacled symbolism of Dr. T. J. Eckleburg’s looming peepers barely qualified one to drop sliced potatoes into a vat of burbling oil. After that, she worked a few years at menial tasks, keeping hope alive by writing her novel at night. Maybe she even finished it. But the world, as it’s prone to do, responded with silence. Thus, brewing. 

“I studied English and creative writing, too,” I said. 

She looked at me in a state of barely contained alarm, clearly hoping I’d given up and become a teacher, but terrified I might announce I’d published a novel or a collection of stories.

But then I put her mind at ease, and described how I’d spent the last decade bartending up and down the West Coast, writing whenever I found the time and teaching a few composition courses here and there, but not getting much accomplished by way of publishing.

“Do you think the book is dying?” she asked, and while this was probably a valid question, I felt hesitant to provide the answer she seemed to want. Instead, I told her about a guy I’d gone to graduate school with—a poet—who’d ended up brewing for Ska out in Durango.

“Is that a good thing?”

“Good enough.”

“Maybe books are more like the undead”—she poured me a taster of another of her beers, without my having asked—“like animate corpses.”

“The Twilight series did pretty well.”

“Oh god, I know. Shiny vampire boyfriends with washboard abs. It’s sad, isn’t it? Talking about it makes me need a beer.”

“I hear you,” I said, “but to be honest, most of life makes me feel that way.”

After promising to visit again soon—though I never will, because lamenting the death of literature is something I prefer to do alone so as to preserve the fantasy that I might yet beat the odds—I took a stroll down Olympic Avenue. A bowling alley served cheeseburger lunches out of a gutted Cadillac ingeniously converted into a bar, while across the street was a thrift shop with the inscrutable name of Fog and Butter. But then I came upon a tall building with a sign in woodland green calligraphy declaring it the Mirkwood & Shire Café. 

Sure enough, a few daytime beers had led me to the fabled land of magic and dragons known as Middle-earth. For those who somehow missed the Hollywood adaptations, Mirkwood is a haunted forest in J.R.R. Tolkien’s fantasy realm, and the Shire is the greenly English burrow where Hobbits dwell, a Hobbit being a pint-sized humanoid with hairy feet and pointed ears. 

Up the steps and past a few gargoyles I went. The place had three levels. Upstairs was Mordor Tattoo parlor, Mordor being the Third Reich-style land where orcs and evil wizards conspire to make mincemeat of Hobbits. Another sign advertised the Rivendell (magical elven city) Hair Salon, but Rivendell had recently gone out of business. The ground floor was a restaurant decorated with murals of scary eyeballs and medieval knights. I headed downstairs to a dungeon of blood red walls and awful music. The table rocked to and fro as I unfolded my laptop. Soon I was greeted by a daffy but sweet barmaid with a badly infected septum piercing. 

“Hail and well met, fine lass. Perchance might a weary traveler trouble you for a flagon of your finest ale?”

“Whoa!” she said, blinking at me. “That was pretty sweet.”

“What’s this place called, anyway”—I glanced around at the subterranean décor—“the Mines of Moria?”

She confessed it was her first day, but offered to go ask somebody if I was really curious, which I assured her I was not. “I’ll just take a beer,” I said.

“Wait,” she said, and only then did I realize how monumentally stoned she was, the Green Revolution apparently not being lost on the employees of the Mirkwood & Shire. That, or she had the world’s worst case of pink eye. “They,” she said, smacking her cottony lips, “I mean somebody—like the owners or maybe that chick who trained me—I mean, they told me something about this. Like what we call it down here.”

“I saw the Misty Mountains beer garden outside.”

“Oh yeah?” She wore a smock that might’ve almost passed for period garb at your local Renaissance fair. Or maybe she just shopped at Fog and Butter. Then she told me I was in the Ouija bar, or something like that. It was kinda hard to say.

Thankfully, Middle-earth had one very good beer on tap: the Johnny Utah citrus pale ale from Georgetown Brewing. Georgetown is located in the Seattle neighborhood of the same name. Their beer is fresh and unfiltered and consistently excellent. But when the waitress stood the pint on a coaster, the table wobbled and beer sloshed near my laptop. She looked at me as if some mystery had occurred. I moved it—the computer, not the pint—slowly away. 

“So what’s the story with all the Middle-earth stuff?”

“The owners are nerds,” she said, and giggled. 

“It’s cool. I like it.”

“Me too. I think working here’s gonna be pretty rad.”

She was right. Middle-earth was pretty rad. In fact, this wasn’t my first journey there, as between the ages of ten and fourteen, my friends and I embarked upon many heroic quests together, not only braving the horrors of Mirkwood Forest (huge spiders, hungry trolls) and the goblin armies of Mordor, but also the social ostracization of our peers.

MERP was fun, though. Middle-earth Role Playing. Swords-and-Sorcery. A game of paper and imagination, a pre-Xbox, stegosaurus of a hobby. The rule books alone were hundreds of pages long and contained the improbably complex lexicons of Middle-earth, such as Elvish (think flute music and wind whistling through the forest canopy), Dwarvish (consonants, breaking bricks), and Entish (Ents are tree people, thus wooden moaning), which my friends and I dutifully struggled to pronounce. Things only complicated from there. Numerical tables denoted various possibilities for encountering dramatic weather high in the mountain passes or while crossing rain-swept moors, and the likelihood of detection at given visibilities while exploring dreary tunnels deep in the goblin-haunted underworld, or better yet, while piloting a sloop across a dark tarn boiling with hungry krakens. Add to this the many and varied formulas for dealing with all possible combinations of sword strike vs. armor type, fireball vs. dragonscale, and other fantasy whatnot, and MERP moved at an Ent’s pace. Looking back, the amount of math we willingly subjected ourselves to seems astounding.

The cliché is that boys play games like MERP because they haven’t yet discovered girls, but in my experience that’s off the mark, as my friends and I quit playing right around the time we began getting our hands on illicit cases of beer. Like Frost says, nothing gold can stay. 

Then again, who needs twelve-sided dice when you’ve got a twelve-pack? 
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On the drive up to Mount Vernon, things got odd (or maybe odder, considering I’d just drank a beer in Middle-earth) when I passed an Adopt-A-Highway sign sponsored by ANGEL OF THE WINDS CASINO. Thus, a federal highway lovingly maintained by Native Americans who’d had the very land it ran across stolen from them, only to build a casino that fleeced the descendants of those who’d ripped off their ancestors. 

Better yet, a few miles later another Adopt-A-Highway sign read: LARC NUDISTS. This was the Lake Associates Recreation Club, a family-oriented club for those who appreciate a clothing-optional
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