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      Foreword

      It was somewhere in 1995 or so. I had shown two brewers, Daryl and David from Boston, around Brouwerij Rodenbach in Belgium. Somehow, we all ended up at my parents’ home after that. My father had an old bottle of beer in his wine cellar. It was a bottle of seizoens (Flemish for saison), brewed in 1945 in Kuurne by Andries—the last year that brewery had brewed. Daryl somehow convinced my father to open it. Most of the CO2 gas had escaped since the cork had dried and shrunk, but the beer had survived pretty well, flavorwise. My father decided to call the old brewer Ferdinant while we were drinking it, to ask how he made the beer.

      Ferdinant was sick in bed and speaking with difficulty. His first reaction to the question of how he brewed the beer was, “Your son is brewer, he knows.” After we insisted some more, he opened up to us. “After the coolship, the beer went in the barrels, where some sugar was added after a while.” He also told us that we were crazy to drink this old stuff. “Is it any good?” He mentioned that his was one of the only breweries in the area that was able to keep its brewing equipment through the Second World War. You know, all the normal stuff. “Isn’t your son the brewer at Rodenbach? Rodenbach was able to brew through the war. He knows.” Since the brewer had a hard time speaking, we did not insist any further.

      Was this old brewer talking about a lambic? No, a coolship and wood barrels were pretty standard in smaller breweries at that time in Belgium. Did he add yeast? Brewery Andries was also brewing year-round, different beers, so they might have used yeast from another brew. Maybe he got something from another brewery in the beginning of the winter season, maybe not. Were there other microorganisms added or present? For sure, but it was not really controlled. That was probably why he was referring to me and Rodenbach. In his time, Rodenbach was one of the larger local breweries that focused on wood aging with a mixed yeast culture.

      Was this a “Wild Brew”? No, this was just a normal beer, according to Ferdinant.

      Louis Pasteur wrote Etudes Sur la Biere (Studies on Beer) in 1876. Pasteur took a look under his primitive microscope to examine sick- or foul-smelling beer. He saw that, beside ellipsoid cells, many other tiny things were present in the sick beer. He and some other researchers and brewers around this time started to realize that those ellipsoid cells were crucial for the fermentation of beer.

      Before 1876, what would a book with the title Wild Brews have meant? We used to have a zoo of microorganisms in brewing, but we did not even realize it. The effect of the other microorganisms was kept under control, with short shelf life, high hop rates, experience, sometimes more alcohol, and some other tricks.

      What happened in those one hundred and forty years since Pasteur? We have learned tons about Saccharomyces cerevisiae. But we learned only limited amounts about Brettanomyces, Pediococcus, Lactobacillus, or you name it. We learned even less of the interaction between those critters. And what about the use of the wood vessels we keep them in?

      After Pasteur, the use of single yeast cultures spread like wildfire. As in every technological development, there are also late adopters, such as the English ales and Berliner weisse. The brewer from the Andries brewery in Kuurne never adapted this seizoen. And then we have the hedgehogs, clinging furiously to the good old stuff, while the world keeps on turning.

      This book talks about the hedgehogs in Chapter One. Jeff struggles to make sense of the information from the brewers he talked with. All of those brewers are like Ferdinant from brewery Andries to an extent. All those brewers are making their beer, in most cases, as their fathers did. What are you really asking for, Jeff? This is how you make beer, you know. All are relying on their experience of what went wrong and right. Those brewers are making their beer, not a style. As Jeff writes: “Guilds, imports, local tastes and terroir were all contributing factors to the individual character of Belgian beers.”

      Chapter Two in Wild Brews is digging up those fossilized beers that used to roam the world. I’m amazed at the amount of information in there. Belgian brewing history is not very well documented. In the following chapters Jeff tastes beer, looks more closely at the microbiology and the brewing process, and ends with suggestions on how to recreate those wild brews.

      Wild Brews is an attempt to capture the wildest, and if you ask me, the most fun aspects of brewing. We do not make beer with barley malt, water, and hops! In the last one hundred and forty years, most brewers even started consciously using Saccharomyces cerevisiae or brewing yeast. It magically became the current workhorse of beer brewing, winemaking, and bread baking. Real fun only starts when we consider other things, like fruit and spices and, of course, other critters.

      The use of different microorganisms is one of the least studied and (currently) least practiced fields of brewing. Jeff is trying to make sense of a limited amount of scientific publications and a larger amount of very opinionated brewers. The fact that those brewers have those opinions is based on their knowledge, experience, and creativity.

      This is exactly what I love about brewing: Nothing is absolute. You will gain knowledge through reading this book. You will gain experience by trying out some of the recipes. Your creativity will lead you in new directions to your own piece of art.

      I hope those three ingredients of brewing (knowledge, experience, and creativity) may become the ingredients of all your future brews. I hope they become an integral part of what you unconsciously know. So that you can say with a straight face as that old brewer from Kuurne said to my father: “Your son is a brewer, he knows.”

      Enjoy!

      Peter Bouckaert

      Brewmaster

      New Belgium Brewing Company

    
  
    
      Introduction

      
        “It takes a few months to get a drinkable product and a few years to get a nice product and a lifetime to make the best product.”

        –Frank Boon of Brouwerij Boon

      

      In 1993, travel for me was still something of an extravagance. Two friends and I were on our “trip of a lifetime” to Europe. Given the well-known lore of German beer, as well as the dubious draw of a city like Amsterdam to three young men, convincing my fellow travelers to visit Belgium was not a simple task. Fortunately, Belgium proved only a short detour on the way from Frankfurt to the Netherlands. The number of beers served even in the smaller cafés dwarfed most anything I had seen in the United States. It wasn’t really until we got to Brussels, however, that the light started to come on.

      Armed with the first edition of The Great Beers of Belgium, we found our way to Chez Moder Lambic in Elsene (now closed). The concept of fifty beers on tap was staggering, and Moder Lambic did not disappoint. My eyes couldn’t help but wander, however, to a beer cooler, where a number of colorful-looking bottles grabbed my attention. After much deliberation, I ordered a lambic, flavored with some odd tropical fruit. The bartender told me that if I wanted to try a very good beer, to drink this bottle, which he placed on the bar in front of me. The label featured a compelling drawing of a naked lady sitting on a fully clothed gentleman’s lap. I was about to sample my first Cantillon Rosé de Gambrinus, and the complexity was beyond anything I had ever tasted.

      A day or so later, we found ourselves in Antwerp at the famous café Kulminator. Here, someone told the three of us we could find vintages of different beers, or those from breweries nearly forgotten. One of my friends had been questing for a bottle of Liefmans Goudenband produced before the new owners of the brewery had changed the recipe (in 1992). The owner of the café brought a dusty bottle out of the cellar, lying on an angle in what could best be described as a narrow wicker basket. Expertly poured, we sampled the vintage brew. The aged Goudenband was at once malty and refreshingly tart with an unexpected sherrylike character. If Belgian ales tasted like these two examples, I thought, then I had certainly come to the right country. I would go on to discover that not all Belgian beers are tart, but those that would become my favorites made amazing use of that “obscure” characteristic.

      A brewer at heart, I quite naturally had to learn how the indigenous beers were produced, and how I could make them at home. Several days later, Frank Boon received the three of us for a special brewery tour. I asked Boon how I could produce a lambic in the United States. His answer naturally came back, “You can’t.” Lambic may only be produced in a specific region of Belgium using centuries-old brewing methods. Of course, no American brewer of the past decade would ever accept that answer. I have since come to take the response of “you can’t” as both a tribute to the magical properties of traditional Belgian sour ales and a challenge to see exactly what can be done both professionally and at home.

      
        [image: ]

        Modern Western Europe

        Many wild beers are native to Belgium, but also the United Kingdom and the Netherlands.

      

      At one time, all beers exhibited some level of tart, sour, acidic character. Modern brewing methods helped to virtually eliminate these characteristics in beer. Only several traditional styles of wild beer exist, still brewed using traditional methods in Flanders, Brussels, and the surrounding countryside.

      Lambic, the traditional beer of Brussels, is spontaneously fermented by the particular combination of microorganisms residing near the valley of the tiny Senne River and aged in wooden barrels. Once practiced the world over, Brussels and the Payottenland—the picturesque area of farmhouses to the west—remain the only regions where spontaneous fermentation will produce reasonably consistent results, time after time. The particular “wild” character makes the lambic utterly unique throughout the brewing world.

      But don’t despair; believe it or not, you can spontaneously ferment beer anywhere in the world. Jean-Pierre Van Roy of the Cantillon brewery in Brussels told me so on my first visit. I just didn’t know what to make of the statement at the time. Since then, Van Roy’s revelation has become a great deal clearer. Van Roy told me you must develop a taste for your own local lambic, although he never had to taste one result of his suggestion.

      Upon returning from that trip to Belgium in 1993, one of my two fellow pilgrims decided to spontaneously ferment a beer, open, in his backyard in Hawaii. It’s very clean in Hawaii, he mused. His wort fermented, sort of, and the taste was so indescribable that I will stop describing it right now. While possible through a number of methods to produce a reasonable facsimile of a lambic or even to actually spontaneously ferment a palatable beer, the process involves far more than a night under the stars, even in Belgium. If you aspire to produce a local lambic, by the time you finish this book, you will have the information necessary to approach that goal.

      Other examples of wild beers include the red-brown acid beers of Flanders. Flanders red beers do not spontaneously ferment; they mature in oak casks with many of the same microorganisms present in lambic, albeit with different results. Both Flanders and lambic brewers blend beer to taste, a key step necessary to produce consistent results. Other newer, not-so-classic examples exist, and their production methods have roots in the traditional practices of Belgium.

      Many beer drinkers often define lambic, Flanders red-brown ales, and other related beers with one primary descriptor: “sour.” The term “sour,” however, lends a misleading connotation. Pleasingly tart and/or quenchingly acidic, yes, but not overtly sour. A number of different beers may be described simply as “sour” as a convenient catchall, and because a little sourness—one of only four basic tastes—to most people goes a long way. The beers described in this book are not produced with sourness or acidity as a single dominant characteristic. Some wild beers are more sour than others, but to condense the flavors and aromas into the term “sour” disregards the complexity and balance so intensely sought after by the traditional brewers.

      The title of this book, Wild Brews, describes the category of beers more definitively than simply “sour ales.” Fermentation with numerous microorganisms not widely used by brewers in more than a century truly ties these Belgian and American interpretations together. A tart/acidic character results from the growth of microorganisms other than common strains of brewer’s yeast (Saccharomyces) during fermentation, namely wild yeast and bacteria that produce a variety of different acids and esters. Most brewers scrupulously avoid these microorganisms and consider the result of their unwelcome intrusion an infection when they contribute their character to a lager or a pale ale.

      The character of wild beers arises not so much from the ingredients but from the environment of the brewery: the air, the walls, the wood, and the casks. A unique combination of environmental conditions (winemakers call this terroir) present in every place where beer is produced determines the character of a wild beer. Lambic brewers will tell you “you can’t” because of the terroir of the region and of the individual brewery. You will never exactly reproduce one of the classic examples of a lambic or Flanders red-brown beer. You can learn relevant brewing procedures and produce your own examples. Traditional brewing procedures retain their importance, as newer methods and products water down many of the traditional beers of Belgium.

      Traditional lambic producers lament that even in the Payottenland, people have forgotten the characteristics of a traditional gueuze. Beers seen on television and in the supermarket often profess to be a traditional product. In reality, industrial, filtered gueuze may only contain a fraction of actual lambic, the remainder being top-fermented wheat beer. Saccharin and aspartame have both become popular additives, as they are sweeter than sugar and essentially unfermentable to wild yeast found in the air and in the barrels. This deluge of commercial products on the market obscures many traditional Belgian beers, including lambic and Flanders red-brown ales.

      The popularity in Belgium of continental-style Pilsener and high-alcohol beers is a postwar phenomenon. The remaining traditional beers of the Payottenland and Flanders point to what many beers were like until the latter half of the twentieth century. The sourish character desirable in beer for centuries throughout much of Belgium dwindled, as sugar became the dominant taste in food products throughout Europe and the United States. American craft beer drinkers rebelled and embraced the bitterness contributed by hops during the 1990s. At least a portion of American craft beer drinkers also have embraced the traditional Belgian beers. Many traditional Belgian brewers continue to produce their product to their own tastes, and many traditional Belgian wild beers still exist due to a boost from American sales.

      The traditional producers of wild beers are artists, no less so than painters or poets. They create world-class beers. If you sketch a copy of the Mona Lisa, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t visit the Louvre to see the original. I hope that many readers, if they already have not, will become pilgrims and take a journey to the last traditional refuge of wild beers. Learning to produce your own example is not a substitute for immersing yourself in the classics or meeting with the producers.

      I feel a Payottenland pilgrimage or Flanders fling should be undertaken at least once (a year). Finding the brewers and blenders can be difficult; searching for the cafés that serve the products can make Belgium seem like a haystack. I remember once getting the strangest look from a Brussels native while searching for a colorfully named café when I asked him, “Pardon me, can you please help me to find the Ultimate Hallucination?” To this end, I heartily recommend the book Lambicland (University Press, 2004) by Tim Webb, Chris Pollard, and Joris Pattyn as your tour guide, even for veteran travelers. For tours of Flanders and the rest of Belgium, Tim’s ludicrously accurate Good Beer Guide to Belgium (CAMRA, 2004) is also an essential companion. Above all, “Don’t Panic.”

      Imitation is often considered the sincerest form of flattery. Consider, then, the topic of wild fermentation from three vantage points: the history of the beers, the traditional methods, and how the methods can best be applied to produce beer in less-than-traditional circumstances. I begin this book with a description of the “classic styles” and delve into some history. I draw some similarities between these “styles” and treat them separately when appropriate. I also discuss the relationship to the wild beers produced in the United States using the application of traditional methods. Most importantly, I discuss how to produce wild beers, why they are still produced using traditional methods, and how you can produce your own examples. Some procedures require considerable effort, while others allow reasonable shortcuts, but “wild” yeast and bacteria offer a world of possibilities.
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      Classic Styles

      
        “The sweet lambic, the sweet fruit beer, and the sweet gueuze don’t exist. It’s impossible. If it is very sweet there are three possibilities: It is not a lambic, it has aspartame added, or it is pasteurized. Lambic is a natural product.”

        –Jean-Paul Van Roy of the Brasserie-Brouwerij Cantillon

      

      A Beer By Any Other Name

      Americans brewers enjoy categorizing beers into styles, particularly for the sake of competitions. Belgian brewers aren’t terribly obsessed with the concept of style. The smaller producers create what they like to drink, and larger operations brew what they think they can sell, hopefully by the truckload. For the traditional producer, with an ever-diminishing market, producing a beer resembling that of one’s own grandfather is still a matter of great pride.

      Before the advent of planes, trains, and automobiles, transportation was more difficult (although some will say the auto has made getting around Brussels even more of an ordeal). Distances we might easily cover today took a longer period of time, especially with a few barrels of beer on the back of the wagon. Brewers from one area likely did not mix too often with those of another. For centuries, regional guilds controlled the production of beer in Western Europe and had great influence on the type of beer produced and imported. Like today, regional beers often grew and suffered based on the presence of imports. An imported beer, perhaps produced with inferior ingredients, would undercut the sales and popularity of the local brews, often based solely on cost.

      People used to drink more of their regional beers in Belgium. People drank one type of beer for a lifetime (like my father, who has preferred the same brand of mass-produced American lager since he served in the Pacific during the War). Belgians now drink Pilsener, abbey beers, or the national style du jour. What has been a boon to American brewers has had the opposite effect in Belgium. The willingness of the American beer consumer to try new beer styles from new breweries has fueled the American craft beer movement. In Belgium, this same trait has enabled the decline of the traditional producer who brewed only his own unique style of beer. Historically, breweries in Belgium produced one basic type of beer, although today, those who remain so single-minded are a part of an exclusive community.

      A Belgian brewer did not sit down and decide to produce a beer indicative of the region. Guilds, imports, local tastes, and terroir were all contributing factors to the individual character of Belgian beers. Today, beers that share similar content and characteristics are looked at as “styles,” so potential drinkers can understand how they are likely to taste. Historically, beers of similar characteristics were brewed in the same region of Belgium, a designation that to some degree still holds true.

      Flanders red-brown beers are produced in provincial Flanders and lambic in and to the west of Brussels, but a regional categorization is too broad for this book. For the purpose of this book, I categorize East Flanders brown, West Flanders red, and lambic based on similar taste, aroma, and production methods, wherever the origin. Belgian brewers consider this an English-language interpretation. A broad selection of flavors and aromas are possible within the styles of lambic and Flanders red-brown beers, broader than beer style guidelines might suggest. One lambic is more different from the next than most Pilseners or pale ales.

      People often ask the question, “Does a lambic have to be brewed in or around Brussels?” The answer depends on the definition. A lambic is a spontaneously fermented beer produced with unmalted wheat and aged in wood. For most of the twentieth century, no one ever attempted to produce a lambic outside of the Senne Valley. Startup and production costs and uncertain results generally prohibit new traditional lambic breweries, even in Belgium.

      That’s not to say you can only spontaneously ferment and only achieve a beer resembling a lambic in the Senne Valley; you just won’t achieve the exact same results, especially without some manual intervention. Consistent results from spontaneous fermentation along the Senne Valley likely occurred due to conditions fairly impossible to precisely reproduce. Even in the lambic-producing region, the changes in certain characteristics have caused some concern as to the long-term viability of consistent spontaneous fermentation.

      Traditional lambic and Flanders red-brown beers have more in common than many people may realize (or admit). Flavor and aroma characteristics develop due to the influence of a similar collection of microorganisms, including Brettanomyces, Pediococcus, Lactobacillus, and Saccharomyces, and the resulting by-products (acids, alcohol, and esters) of fermentation. Even though production methods of traditional Flanders beers have changed over time, they were once spontaneously fermented and are still traditionally aged in wood. The terroir of the brewery, plus the type of wort produced, and the reuse of yeast in succeeding batches, determine the differences in character between traditional lambic and Flanders red-brown beers. The terroir of a brewery must be favorable for fermenting wild beer, whether that includes the flora, air, roof, walls, and/or the barrels.

      Brewers outside of the traditional regions of wild beer production already produce interesting interpretations. Pure cultures of wild yeast and bacteria have made it possible to produce a wild beer without waiting a generation for your brewery to become stably populated with the microorganisms necessary to produce a desirable and relatively consistent product. American and even some newer Belgian brewers may attempt to recreate a traditional “style” or be quite enthusiastic to develop a new wrinkle or two in this age-old tradition. Michael Jackson continues to espouse the creativity of the American brewer, and with good reason. Many step beyond the boundaries of traditional styles. The next sections detailing lambic, Flanders red-brown beers, and versions of both containing fruit tell us about possibilities, not limitations.

      Overall, I feel you should not get too hung-up on style. If no brewer ever tried anything different, many world-class beers would not exist. I also believe brewers should let go of the concept of “cloning” regarding commercial wild beers, which has become prevalent when producing many beer styles. You cannot create your own precise replica of your favorite lambic any more than you could paint your living room to precisely resemble the Sistine Chapel.

      West Flanders Red

      
        Specifications:

        Original Gravity: 12 to 14 °P (1.048 to 1.057 SG)

        Apparent Final Gravity: 0.5 to 3 °P (1.002 to 1.012 SG)

        Alcohol By Volume: 4.6 to 6.5% abv

        Apparent Degree of Attenuation: Up to 98%

        Malts: Vienna, Munich, light to medium cara-malts, Special “B,” maize

        Hops: Belgian, Czech, or German low alpha acid varieties, 10 to 25 IBUs

        Organisms: Saccharomyces, Lactobacillus, Pediococcus, Acetobacter, Brettanomyces

        Primary Fermentation: Up to 1 week at approx. 70° F (21° C)

        Secondary Fermentation: Up to 3 years in oak at ambient temperature

        Finish: Traditionally bottle-conditioned, now generally filtered, sweetened, and pasteurized

      

      Traditional Flanders brewers generally produce red beers from moderately kilned malts and continental or British hops. Low alpha acid varieties are preferred but not essential. Alternately, some brewers will produce a wort solely from Pilsener malt and blend with a darker beer at bottling. The red ales may be originally fermented with a pure strain of Saccharomyces yeast or a mixed culture containing both yeast and bacteria. After the primary fermentation is complete, resident yeasts and bacteria acidify the beer in oak barrels over a period of up to three years and it darkens a bit from exposure to oxygen and wood. Upon the completion of aging, different batches will be blended to taste, young and old beer, to produce the final product.

      
        Characteristics of Flanders Red Ale

        Medium reddish-brown to deep burgundy

        Generally clear (any sediment should remain in the bottle)

        Moderate carbonation, medium body

        Fluffy, generally lasting white head

        Fruity—plum, orange, black cherry, red currant

        Vanilla, spices, chocolate (hints of Madeira)

        Light perceived bitterness, sometimes a notable sweetness (due to blending)

        Sweetness decreases as acidity and alcoholic strength increase

        Acidity moderate to high but never oppressive

        Tart and often acidic in the finish

      

      Flanders red ales are often called the “Burgundies of Belgium.” Beyond the deep reddish-brown to burgundy color, resembling a red wine, the similarities are apparent but less obvious. Some of the typical, traditional flavors and aromas are akin to those commonly attributed to wine. Generally filtered, even when unfiltered the yeast should flocculate well, so the beers exhibit good clarity. Red beers possess average to good head retention in spite of long aging. As with fine red wines the spicy, vanilla character associated with oak may be present. Tannins add a crisp, tart astringency and full mouthfeel. An intense fruitiness is imperative, resembling the flavors of black cherries, plums, and red currants. A tart, acidic aroma and flavor ranges from complementary to deep and complex. This defining tartness, with both lactic and acetic notes, truly defines the style as reminiscent of red wine. Naturally highly attenuated, due to long aging with wild yeasts, some final products are pasteurized and blended with sugar or aspartame to add sweetness and body. Alcohol generally hovers around 6% abv in the final product but approaches 8% abv in some barrels before blending, unless an exceptional batch is devoted to a special release.

      The character of Flanders red ales develops during long aging in old, uncoated oaken barrels whose resident microorganisms generally contribute more character than any derived from the actual wood. Wood is a porous environment, where yeast and bacteria with different oxygen requirements can thrive to meet their own specific needs. Blending beers of varying ages and colors balances the acidic character contributed by the microorganisms. Blending produces a complex and consistent beer generally not possible in a single batch. The palate of the producer, and also, to some extent, the preference of the customer determines the balance of the blend—ranging from sweet to acidic but never harsh.

      Flanders red brewers freely admit that there is less aged beer going into the final product, as there appears to be less demand for the acidic character in their beer. Recently, a pale version or two has been released (without blending with a darker beer), just to reinforce the point of making a good beer and not a narrow style. Flanders aged pale, anyone?

      East Flanders Brown

      
        Specifications:

        Original Gravity: 10 to 18 °P (1.040 to 1.074 SG)

        Apparent Final Gravity: 2 to 3 °P (1.008 to 1.012 SG)

        Alcohol By Volume: 4 to 8%

        Apparent Degree of Attenuation: 80%

        Malts: Pilsener malt, dark CaraVienna and CaraMunich, maize

        Hops: Belgian, Czech, or German low alpha acid varieties, 25 IBUs

        Organisms: Saccharomyces, Lactobacillus, Pediococcus

        Primary Fermentation: Up to 1 week at ambient temperature

        Secondary Fermentation: Up to 2 years in stainless steel at 90° F (32° C)

        Finish: Traditionally bottle-conditioned, now generally filtered, sweetened, and pasteurized

      

      
        Characteristics of East Flanders Brown Ale

        Reddish-brown to brown

        Generally clear (any sediment should remain in the bottle)

        Moderate carbonation, medium to medium-full body

        Fluffy, generally lasting white head

        Fruity—raisins, plums, figs, dates, black cherries, prunes

        Malty—caramel, toffee, orange, treacle, or chocolate

        Light perceived bitterness, sometimes a notable sweetness (due to blending)

        Sweetness fades, becomes more vinous and sherrylike with age

        Often tart and sometimes warming in the finish

      

      East Flanders’ own red-brown beer, sometimes referred to as an oud bruin, exhibits different characteristics than the red beers of West Flanders. Made from pale malt and dark CaraMunich and CaraVienna malts with continental or British hops, East Flanders browns contain about twice as much bitterness as desired in a Flanders red, though mellowed by a malty sweetness. The Flanders browns may also be fermented with a mixed culture of yeast and bacteria and subsequently aged in stainless steel tanks at higher temperatures to allow lactic acid-producing bacteria to grow and acidify the beer. Similar to the red beers, brewers blend different batches of different ages, both for balance and consistency in the final product.

      Oud bruin is not a precise term; some of the beers that use it are actually Flanders reds by character, and others exhibit little tartness. The term literally refers to a “traditional dark beer produced in Flanders” rather than a beer that meets a specific style. Simply put, dark, sourish beers were once the rage in Flanders. The distinction between the beers of East and West Flanders is a modern concept. Blending of young and aged beer defines both “styles,” but West Flanders red beers are matured in oaken casks, while the brown beers mature in stainless steel tanks.

      At one time, all of the Flanders beers were aged in wood, but this began to change around 1970. Aging in wooden barrels or stainless steel tanks became a fork in the road that resulted in beers of different production methods and characteristics. Stainless steel requires less care and maintenance than wood, but the end result differs. A wort aged in a warm steel tank will become acidified but never achieve the same flavors as in oak. The porous nature of the wood and the character of the wood contribute to the Flanders red but not the brown beer. The tradition of aging in wood has been lost by some Flanders brewers.

      So what makes an oud bruin besides geography and warm aging in stainless steel tanks? The East Flanders brown is more solidly brown than its western cousin. Filtered, the brown beers exhibit good clarity. They possess average to good head retention in spite of long aging. An alelike fruitiness with an often-dominant malt character defines the East Flanders brown, balancing any hop bitterness. The acid-producing bacteria dominant during fermentation produce different by-products, largely due to the stainless steel vessels, so the brown becomes sour but never achieves the crisp, acidic character of the red beers. The tart, vinous character of aged beer is covered by the malty sweetness of young beer but grows in an East Flanders brown if aged.

      Traditional Lambic

      
        Specifications:

        Original Gravity: 12.0 to 14.0 °P (1.048 to 1.057 SG)

        Apparent Final Gravity: 0.1 to 2.5 °P (1.001 to 1.010 SG)

        Alcohol By Volume: 5 to 5.5% abv

        Apparent Degree of Attenuation: Up to nearly 100%

        Malts: 60 to 70% Pilsener malt, 30 to 40% unmalted wheat

        Hops: Belgian, Czech, or German low alpha acid varieties aged 3 years

        Organisms: Saccharomyces, Pediococcus, Brettanomyces, many others

        Fermentation: 6 months to 2+ years, generally at ambient temperature

        Finish: Unpasteurized, served from a cask or bottle, less commonly from a keg

      

      
        [image: ]

        Liefmans, or 300 years of expertise.

      

      The lambic bill consists of malted barley, unmalted wheat, and aged hops, traditionally mashed and boiled for a considerable period of time as compared to modern brewing methods. The wort cools overnight, open to the air, in a large shallow vessel know as a coolship. In the days before refrigeration, coolships were far more common as the only method of cooling wort. After a night’s rest in the coolship, the wort is transferred to wooden barrels, where fermentation may last up to three years. During this time, the organisms that inoculated the wort overnight, plus those resident in the barrel, produce a cornucopia of flavors and aromas. Traditionally brewed (and blended) beginning in the autumn and continuing into spring, the wild yeasts and bacteria that ferment and acidify lambic will be too aggressive during the warmer months.

      
        Characteristics of Lambic

        Pale yellow to deep golden

        Often cloudy, clearing with age

        Uncarbonated unless long aged

        Virtually no foam

        Often bitter with a lactic sourness, mellowing with age

        May exhibit small degrees of barnyard, earthy, goaty, hay, horsy, and horse blanket character

        Developing characteristics of fruit, oak, honey, and white wine

        Complexity increases with age

        Bitter and yeasty, fading with age

        Relatively full-bodied, drying with age

      

      Lambic presents a most unique sensory experience. I find a seemingly limitless number of descriptors to express the aroma and flavor, most of which do not apply to most other beer styles. Lambic is not, however, a free-for-all of strange attributes (i.e., barnyard, horsy, etc.). Acceptable in small amounts, more “funk” and more acid do not denote a better lambic. Contrary to some popular beliefs, lambic should not remind you of a diaper pail or Spot on a rainy day. Characteristics the brewer considers “offensive,” including a large concentration of acid, provide clues that a batch of lambic might not be quite ready or may never be ready to blend or serve.

      No traditional brewer intends for a lambic to be overtly sour or exceedingly acidic; balance is the key. Brewers search for characteristics considered “pleasant” within the realm of lambic.

      The best lambics have some acidity, a bit like white wine, but not much more. According to Frank Boon, lambic brewers desire the character of Chardonnay. Many people speak only of acidity and
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