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      Foreword

      by Tim Webb

      I used to live in an area of south-west England called the South Hams. The area is east of Plymouth, where the Pilgrim Fathers stocked up the Mayflower on its journey from Holland to the New World. It is a place of ancient villages and holiday homes, snuck between the moorland of Sherlock Holmes’ Hound of the Baskervilles and the coastal creeks where Sir Francis Drake lay in wait for the Spanish Armada.

      When I moved there my first task, obviously, was to locate the best of the local pubs. Finding them was easy enough—it is an area blessed with the best of the breed—but remembering which was which was more difficult. The reason was that so many were called by the same name, the Church House Inn. I recall there were ten, unrelated in business.

      It was not until a decade later, when researching the second edition of the Good Beer Guide to Belgium, that I realized what these venerable places had in common. They had all been hostelries that had graced the front gates of long-dead abbeys, priories, and monasteries.

      I had learned of such places at junior school, from the redoubtable Colonel Gethin. A crusty old survivor of the war in Mesopotamia in 1916, the Sixties saw Gethin teaching History and General Knowledge in the British Midlands. His style was to replace the curriculum with a boiled-down version of his own experiences of life. Condemned to be ignorant of official history, we were instead inspired to understand what makes the world as it is.

      The Colonel’s take on Christianity was that it was a great force, for good and evil. Taking monasteries as the best example of this, he told us they were places of scholarship and learning, in much the same way as modern universities. Yet, equally, they were despised as hotbeds of political intrigue and influence, usually of a most unchristian variety.

      Yet they got away with their reputations intact, in this version of history at any rate, “because they provided good lodgings!” Just as the populace forgave Mussolini’s fascistic barbarism because he made the trains run on time.

      People of taste and influence have always been smart travelers. In the centuries before Lonely Planet, well-informed travellers knew that the best lodgings were at the inns run by abbeys. Plain but clean rooms, fellowship, bread, cheese, fresh produce, and, of course, ale, a speciality of monks throughout the centuries.

      The fact that the tradition of brewing abbeys survives until the twenty-first Christian century is a testament to its association with high quality. That its survival is currently limited to the kingdom of Belgium and to the Cistercian Order of the Strict Observance, or Trappists, is more a quirk of history.

      Monastic brewing is known to have existed as far back as the sixth century. Saint Benedict, on whose rules the whole monastic system is based, encouraged abbeys to contribute to their local community. On public health grounds alone, brewing beer was a noble act. In times of water-borne epidemics, the boiling of beer during brewing made it a far healthier option than the town’s water supply.

      Brewing survived in abbeys beyond Belgium until relatively recently.

      In France the abbeys at Mont des Cats in French Flanders, Sept Fons in the northern Auvergne, Chambarand in the Rhône Alps, and Oelenberg in Alsace were still brewing in the first years of the twentieth century.

      The only Trappist abbey in Germany, at Mariawald near Aachen in the Eiffel region next to the Belgian border, was still selling Mariawalder Klosterbräu in 1956, though whether they still brewed it is unclear. At Tegelen abbey in the Netherlands, brewing continued on a commercial scale until 1950.

      Monks at the abbey of Notre-Dame des Mokoto, a hundred miles north of Goma in the Democratic Republic of Congo, brewed for their personal consumption until 1996, when it was destroyed in the region’s civil war.

      Belgium’s association with modern monastic brewing owes a lot to the timing of its emergence as a nation. Belgium was born in 1830 as an independent democratic monarchy. It enjoyed religious freedom, although its population was mainly Catholic.

      Neighboring France had been a republic for just over forty years. Its first great leader, Napoleon Bonaparte, had sacked the monasteries. Only fifteen years after his final defeat at the Battle of Waterloo, just south of the Belgian capital, Brussels, it became clear that the new kingdom would be tolerant of monks.

      The first Belgian Trappist abbey to revive brewing was Westmalle in 1836. Then came Westvleteren in 1839 and Chimay in 1850. In 1881, near Tilburg in the Netherlands, the abbey at Schaapskooi started brewing. Saint-Rémy at Rochefort started up in 1892. At Orval abbey, which reopened in 1926, the brewery that opened in 1931 was an integral part of the business plan for repaying the cost of reconstruction.

      In 1998 the brewing world was surprised and delighted at the news that a seventh abbey brewery was to open at Achel, bang on the Dutch border in northern Belgium. A year later, amidst much sadness, Schaapskooi abbey lost its monastic accreditation.

      Romancers and people who design coasters love the idea of monks brewing beer. Of course, it is not really done that way any more. All the brewing abbeys, except Westvleteren, are under the auspices of a lay brewing director and have been for decades.

      The designation of a beer as “Trappist” is defined neither by the workforce that makes it nor the style in which it is brewed. It is a legal definition.

      In 1962 the Belgian government tried to limit the use of the term Trappist by law to beers brewed within a monastery. However, this law was hard to implement in practice, so in 1992 the term “Authentic Trappist Product” became in effect a trademark.

      The brand is bestowed with the permission of the Vatican on cheeses, breads, liqueurs, perfumes, soaps, and many other goods, as well as beers. To qualify for acceptance, a product must be made within the walls of a Trappist abbey, under the supervision of the monastery community, and the largest part of the profit from its sale must be spent on social work.

      Monks are not expected to control a monastery brewery by deciding when to turn the kettle down or stop emptying the grain silo into the mash. They control it by determining the brewery’s operational policies and strategic approach.

      Although their motivation for trying to turn a profit is entirely different, the determination of these breweries to be commercially successful is exactly the same as for a limited company. Indeed, the dilemma that afflicts monastic brewing at the beginning of the twenty-first century has its origins here.

      The companies that run the Westmalle and Chimay breweries make no bones about the fact that they are commercial concerns that seek to be successful in the international beer market. And as everywhere else, the companies seek to drive costs down while keeping profits high.

      Westmalle has always been open about using candi sugar in brewing. It has done this for so many years that it is an integral part of the beers. Westvleteren also uses sugar. Rochefort uses sugar and wheat starch, and Orval, straight sugar. Chimay deploys starch, with proportions as high as 34% quoted by some sources, although 29% is probably closer the mark. Their starch is derived from wheat.

      Chimay claims to have replaced hops with tinned hop extract, the consistency of industrial jam, thirty years ago. In common with most other Belgian brewers, and in sharp contrast to other craftbrewing cultures, the use of whole hops in monastic beers is rare. This may account for why Belgium is not famed for its great hop recipes.

      They have got away with these brewing shortcuts over the years by employing careful and time-consuming fermentation. Some have also done clever things with conditioning, such as Orval’s twin tricks of dry-hopping the lagering tanks and adding Brettanomyces for bottle-conditioning.

      Unfortunately, in the permanent, and I for one think misguided, quest to keep down production costs, the recent falls in the quality of the fermented beers are now revealing the effects of flawed recipes rather more than was previously the case.

      At Rochefort the taste impact of the beers has diminished a little, through reduction in lagering time and, I suspect, by rather too enthusiastic filtration. In Chimay and Westmalle beers one finds the acrid backtastes of fast fermentation, set against a backdrop of svelte character. Orval remains a classic brew but is less extreme in its statements and is the smaller for that.

      The abbeys’ dilemma here strikes me as simple. To maximise income at a time when demand outstrips supply, one has either to make more beer or charge more for it, or both.

      Ratebeer.com (www.ratebeer.com) users recently voted Westvleteren Abt (12) as the best beer in the world. At an alcohol content of 10.3% by volume, it is on a par with many wines, though with an intensity more associated with a fortified Shiraz than a flimsy Moselle. Yet at the café outside the gates of Sint-Sixtus abbey near Westvleteren, the equivalent of a wine bottle’s worth costs about $5.95. And that is retail.

      Does that sound like the price of the best in the world to you?

      Does it really make sense for the family of beers that has the most legitimate claim to aspire to higher values, to want to cut it with the world’s tinned super-strength lagers in the student and bums market? Would it not be more worthy for monastic beers to adopt a more contemplative style. To become Slow Beer, in the manner of Slow Food. Fine ingredients honed to perfection in the time that God intended for such processes?

      In a head-to-head tasting of Belgian-style abbey beers made by American microbrewers, in Arlington, Virginia, in early 2005, I was shocked to find that the American imitations were knocking the socks off certain freshly imported “real” Trappist ales.

      I should not have been. After all, the Belgians have been imitating them for years, and some the pretenders, such as St. Bernardus, Kapittel, Witkap, Dupont, and St Feuillien, are way better than most of the originals.

      So if you want to brew like a monk, what should you do? Not imitate current practice, that is for sure.

      Perhaps the best advice would be to brew with good intentions.

      Tim Webb

      Editor

      The Good Beer Guide to Belgium

      www.booksaboutbeer.com

    
  
    
      Introduction

      The Trappist Brand

      You could say that Gumer Santos has a homebrewer’s dream job. As a chemical engineering student, Santos would study in the quiet of the Abbey Notre-Dame de Saint-Rémy near Rochefort. “We were many students. We came to the abbey to study,” Santos said. “And I kept a good relationship with the monks here.”

      One day the father abbot asked Santos if he would like to work in the brewery at Rochefort, one of six Trappist breweries in the world. The monks would send him to the Catholic University of Leuven to become a brewing engineer. “I asked him if he knew I produced beer at home with a friend,” Santos said. “We made classic blonde beer.”

      Santos spends most of his working time in the laboratory or otherwise focusing on process. He reports to Vital Streignard, who is director of production. Streignard must account to Brother Pierre, one of six monks who work in the brewing operation and the one ultimately responsible for the quality of the beer.

      
        Authentic Trappist Product

        Trappist monks and Trappistine nuns belong to the Cistercian Order of the Strict Observance, with about a hundred houses of monks and seventy of nuns worldwide. Trappists take their name from a reform movement that started in the seventeenth century at a French monastery, La Trappe.

        At the beginning of 2005, eight Trappist abbeys—six Belgian, one Dutch (Tegelen), and one German (Mariawald)—belonged to the International Trappist Association, offering their products under the hexagonal logo of “Authentic Trappist Product.” Only the six in Belgium brew beer. They are:

        • Saint Benedictusabdij de Acheles Kluis. Achel beers.

        • Abbaye Notre-Dame de Scourmont. Chimay beers.

        • Abbaye Notre-Dame de Saint-Rémy. Rochefort beers.

        • Abbaye Notre-Dame d’Orval. Orval beers.

        • Abdij der Trappisten van Westmalle. Westmalle beers.

        • De Sint-Sixtusabdij van Westvleteren. Westvleteren beers.

        
          [image: ]

        

        To use the name and the logo on any merchandise, including beer, the rules of the International Trappist Association must be observed:

        • The product must be made within the walls of a Trappist abbey.

        • The product must be made by or under the supervision of the monastery community.

        • The largest part of the profit must be spent on social work.

        “Abbey beers” are something different. They may or may not be “certified.” More on them in Chapter 4.

      

      One day early in 2005, a customer returned half a case of Rochefort 6 to the brewery. He even brought a short video, showing himself pouring the beer and the head collapsing almost immediately. He passed along friends’ claims the beer didn’t taste right. Santos watched the video a second time, then hauled out his brewing log. Because all Belgian beers must carry a “best before” date, he knew just the day the beer had been brewed and bottled.

      Santos opened a bottle from what remained in the case. This one poured a bit fizzy (“We call that singing,” he said), but the head lingered properly. The sample tasted perfect, even as the beer warmed. Santos looked in his log. “Nothing different that day. It could have been at the beginning or end of the bottling (run),” he said, trying to explain why some bottles would have been off, and others fine. Rochefort bottle-conditions its beers with fresh yeast and sugar. Because the brewery mixes beer, yeast, and sugar in a bottling tank, every bottle may not get the exact same dose. He explained that in the future a stamp on the Rochefort labels would include not only a date but also a time, and he would be able to tell where in the run a bottle was filled.

      
        [image: ]

        Gumer Santos used to study at Rochefort. Now he monitors the quality of its beer.
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      “I didn’t go to school to come up with a revolution. Study should be a plus for the quality of the beer,” Santos said. “We use the same recipe as in the 1950s. This is the big rule of all the Trappist breweries. You don’t change anything. (I) understand chemically and biologically what happens. It’s not always possible to control exactly what happens, and in the case of a problem we need to be able to react.”

      With such attention to detail, Trappists developed a classic brand, if not a singular beer style. In fact, the hexagonal “Authentic Trappist Product” logo is literally branded into the wooden crates from Westvleteren. Sure, the monastic storyline helped, but they finally set themselves apart in the marketplace based on quality. The beers didn’t taste better because they were produced according to an 800-year-old recipe handed down from monk to monk, but because brewers, sometimes monks and sometimes not, worked hard to make them better.

      The defenders of the Trappist brand include brewing engineers such as Santos and monks such as Brother Joris at the Abbey of Saint Sixtus at Westvleteren, who keeps busy as monastery librarian as well as brewery supervisor. “I am just trying to keep the business going,” Brother Joris said, modestly. A little later, he cocked an eyebrow and smiled as he surveyed the cellar where beer was lagering. “It is a good day,” he said. “There isn’t any beer dripping from the tanks.”

      Although Trappists may argue that their policy prohibits modifying recipes, their beers reflect changes in brewing practices and availability of ingredients. For instance, Chimay, Rochefort, and Orval converted primary fermentation to cylindro-conical tanks. The changes weren’t made without forethought. In the case of Orval, the brewery staff spent five years tasting and blending beer that came from one conical before putting five more on line in 2004. Rochefort decided to fill its fermenters only halfway to the top, keeping more horizontal dimensions. “In all the books, you can read that cylinders change the taste, but this way these don’t,” Santos said. “Everything we can measure is the same.”

      But flavor memories can be fleeting. Famed beer writer Michael Jackson has written about this on more than one occasion, commenting a few years ago on how Chimay sold its beer in far-flung parts of the world. “In search of yet-wider sales, will these beers dumb down?” he asked. “I hope not, though I feel that Chimay has lost some character. If they do, they will be replaced by others in the connoisseurs’ affections.”

      In the Foreword for this book, Tim Webb also warns of the danger of blindly worshiping these beers simply because monasteries produce them. Westvleteren, the least commercial of the Trappist breweries, operates with commercial intent; the profits just happen to go to running the abbey and for various charities. The Trappists take pride that equipment will be modernized in a timely fashion, in their laboratories, and in the fact they oversee production rather than contracting it out to equally commercial breweries that allocate their profits differently. Monks can quantify such things, but measuring the quality of their beer presents a different challenge, because most monks drink little, if at all.

      As the twenty-first century began, Rochefort made its conversion to cylindro-conical tanks, installed a second centrifuge (also known as a polishing machine) to remove residual trub after secondary fermentation, and had to change malt suppliers when Interbrew closed the DeWolf-Cosyns malting facility. Customers noticed that the beer tasted different while Rochefort was making brewing adjustments.

      
        [image: ]

        The author with Brother Antoine, who was in charge of brewing at Rochefort for twenty-one years, and brewing engineer Gumer Santos. Photo courtesy of Derek Walsh.

      

      “Some people will say it is better now, some will say that it’s worse, but you cannot say it has not changed,” said Yvan De Baets, a Belgian native who wrote the chapter on the history of saison in Farmhouse Ales (Brewers Publications, 2004).

      Although Brother Pierre remains more involved than monks at almost any other Trappist brewery, it was reassuring that Brother Antoine—the monk in charge from 1976 to 1997—would also show up in the brewery almost daily. “When I started here (in 2000), he was everywhere,” Santos said. “You’d see him at the kettles, then you’d go to the bottling room and he’d be there.” Brother Antoine is slighter of build now than in the pictures in Jackson’s The Great Beers of Belgium (Running Press, 1998) and spends less time in the brewery. Yet on the day I visited he stopped by the brewery with a batch of flowers. He spun a story about a mug from his collection of hundreds of drinking vessels that sit on shelves just outside the bottling room. When he spoke of beer, his eyes came to life, and he tilted his head a bit to the side with a look of pure mischievousness.

      Philippe Van Assche, general manager at Westmalle, often is asked why the monks at Westmalle started brewing, or why they decided to take a more commercial turn in 1930 and expand the brewery. He doesn’t think that is the interesting question. “You should ask why they should continue to have the brewery,” he said. “They would have had many opportunities to sell or license the name, to sell the recipes.

      “They look at the breweries on the outside world,” he said, pausing and realizing he didn’t need to finish that thought. “The monks’ values are present in the way this brewery is run. Production is stable. This is an abbey with a brewery, not the other way around. It is in harmony with the environment. They want to keep the quality of the beer.”

      Can they? I talked with an enthusiast in Belgium who made a particularly good point. “Monks are not beer geeks,” he said. “They are not the ones who will protect the (Trappist) beers.” Perhaps not by themselves, but it would be a mistake to think they don’t pay attention to what is happening in the outside world or in their own breweries.

      “To me, what the monks are saying is very wise,” Santos said. “They will say, ‘A yeast, to make a good wort, has to be well. If you take care of the yeast, it will give you back a present with good flavor.’ The monk will take his finger and dip it in the yeast. He will say, ‘Ah, good yeast.’ It should remain like that. It is good to take measurements, but don’t forget the other aspects.”

      About the Book

      Could you brew like a monk? Should you? Would you?

      In an interview a few years ago, Brother Pierre of Rochefort indicated you certainly could. He said:

      “Every brewer with some experience is able to copy our beers perfectly. After the bottling, the yeast cells still keep living for about six months. Anyone wanting our yeast can remove it from the bottom and cultivate it. We use the same culture for the main and second fermentation. Even the malts and hops we use are no secret. Anyone who is determined . . . can do so easily. Some brewers do not want to reveal the spices they use for brewing. Well, we only use a dash of coriander.”

      He does allow it might not be quite that simple. “You know, if there were a secret, it is to be found in our attitude towards life, in our relation with God and with nature. We believe that everything growing on the field or in nature—and what you brew out of it—is not merchandise but a gift. That is no laughing matter. We make our beers as natural as possible without too much profit seeking. The Trappists are not dealing with compromises regarding price or quality.”1

      So should you?

      For many commercial brewers, the challenge presents good enough reason. “When we finally brewed it, we were interested in doing it as a fun thing and as an academic exercise as brewers,” said North Coast Brewing Company brewmaster Mark Ruedrich, talking about PranQster. The beer turned into a profitable regular for the California brewery, and the market for such beers continues to grow. For instance, at Victory Brewing Company in Pennsylvania, Golden Monkey (a tripel) became the brewery’s second-best-selling beer, and The Reverend (a quadrupel) outsells every other beer Avery Brewing Company in Colorado packages in 22-ounce bottles.

      For amateur brewers, dealing with the challenge may be reward enough. Is there anything comparable to the commercial profit some microbrewers enjoy? I don’t brew to save money, but given that the cheapest 330ml bottle of Trappist beer sells for nearly $4 in New Mexico, it is easy to justify the extra time and expense involved in brewing these beers.

      How would you? Will this book tell you?

      Understand that I had spent at least a few years suggesting to Ray Daniels that he write Designing Great Belgian Beers. This isn’t that book—it became apparent early on that it would take more than one book (which is why this is the third in a series) to chronicle beers inspired by Belgian brewers. I particularly like that Designing Great Beers laid out how brewers historical and current, commercial and amateur, brew various styles, then left it up to you to decide who you want to “brew like.” Brewing should always be about choices, but never more so than when brewing in the spirit of Belgium.

      
        Chimay Recipe

        In Brewing Beers Like Those You Buy (G.W. Kent, 1978), the late Dave Line offered a recipe for what he simply called Chimay. The specifications indicate he targeted Chimay Red. The recipe (reprinted as it appeared in the book) reflects what ingredients were available to homebrewers in 1978, and the process they would have employed.

        
          Recipe for 3 gallons

          Original Gravity 1.075

          6.5 lbs. crushed pale malt

          1 oz. crushed black malt

          3 gallons water

          12 oz. soft dark brown sugar

          8 oz. blended honey

          2 oz. Hallertau

          1 oz. Goldings

          2 oz. brewers’ yeast

          1. Raise the temperature of the water to 55° C, and stir in the crushed malt. Stirring continuously, raise the temperature to 66° C. Leave for 1.5 hours, occasionally returning the temperature back to this value.

          2. Contain the mashed grain in a large grain bag to retrieve the sweet wort. Using slightly hotter water than the mash, slowly and gently rinse the grains to collect 3.5 gallons of extract.

          3. Boil the extract with the hops and the sugar and the honey dissolved in a little water until the volume has been reduced to just over 3 gallons. Strain off and divide equally in 4 1-gallon jars. Fit airlocks.

          4. When cool add the yeast, and ferment until the vigorous activity abates. Then siphon off into 3 1-gallon jars, filling each to the base of the neck.

          5. It will take weeks to complete the fermentation, after which the beer should be racked again, taking with it a minute quantity of the yeast sediment.

          6. Store for 6 months before bottling in primed beer bottle (0.5 teaspoon per pint).

          7. Mature for 18 months before sampling.

        

      

      I set out to ask as many brewers as possible how they make the sorts of beers in this book, about the choices they make along the way, and why they make those choices. I mailed questionnaires to more than a hundred breweries in Belgium, the Netherlands, the United States, and Canada. I built an Internet site where homebrewers could contribute information about how they brew, submit recipes, and suggest questions they would like to have answered.

      The hunt for answers to those questions begins in Belgium by considering the history of monastic brewing and the environment in which Trappist breweries first operated. It would be fun to know what the beers they made in the 1800s drank like, but while today’s Trappist beers may be offspring, they taste very different. Like Designing Great Beers, this book examines how the pioneers brew, and also how other brewers in Belgium make similar beers. After American brewers producing Belgian-style ales answer the same questions put to the Belgians, the book details the ingredients available to American brewers and how to use them. The goal, of course, remains to brew these beers successfully. Thus, the last chapters deal specifically with the concept of styles, offer tips for professional and amateur brewers, provide specific information about what works, and conclude with recipes and the thinking behind them.

      Before considering the journey in more detail, here are four things to pay particular attention to along the way:

      Attenuation. Belgian brewers talk often about making sure a beer is “digestible.” Laurent Demuynck, a Belgian native who heads Duvel Moortgat USA, wasn’t kidding when he said: “For breakfast, I put Duvel in my waffle batter . . . Lightens it up.” Duvel or Orval or Rochefort 8 perfectly complement and compliment a Belgian waffle loaded with whipped cream and strawberries. These beers are strong and full of flavor without being cloying. Mashing regimen, sugar, yeast, and fermentation management hold the secret. Just look at the apparent attenuation numbers in Chapter 2.

      There’s no “i” in sugar. Historical references to the use of “candi sugar” in Trappist breweries beginning in the 1920s don’t describe the crystal rocks Americans call “Belgian candi sugar,” but most often a dark caramel syrup. This creates confusion to the extent that we might be better off avoiding the term throughout this book. Common usage by American brewers makes that impossible, so when you see “candi sugar” in the following pages, it will usually refer to the rocklike hunks used by Americans rather than an ingredient found in Belgian recipes. When we discuss “candi sugar” in historical terms, meaning caramel syrup or a similar product, the difference should be clear.

      Refermentation in the bottle. Only two Trappist beers are even sold on draft, all get fresh yeast when bottled, and most are carbonated at higher levels than previously has been assumed as typical for Belgian-style ales. Good bottle-conditioning depends on, you guessed it, proper attenuation.

      Trappist is not a style, but an appellation. Trappist-brewed beers may be very strong or not so strong, light in color or dark. Set aside preconceptions about style when reading about how monastery brewers make beer. We’ll get to “style” later.

      In Part I of the book, we’ll look specifically at
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