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ABOUT THE BOOK

An updated edition of Andy Hamilton’s Brewing Britain

Andy Hamilton has tried hundreds, if not thousands, of pints from the cascade of new beers, and has convinced commercial, craft and home brewers across Britain to share some of their best recipes. So why not swap ‘a pint of the usual’ for something more unusual?


	Learn how to taste and talk beer like the professionals.

	Drink some of the finest ales made in Britain.

	Find out the secrets of a perfect porter, an irresistible IPA, a super stout and a marvellous mild.



An in-depth tour of beer and brewing, this is the essential companion for anyone who enjoys a decent pint.

CHEERS!
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To my son Loki and my daughter Lark: I’ll be proud of you both whatever you do, unless you become cider-drinkers (and even then I might forgive you).




INTRODUCTION

Food in Britain has improved dramatically since the 1970s and the main reason for this is that our access to quality ingredients has increased greatly. Demand for such foods was fuelled after the Second World War by people like food writer Elizabeth David and chef/restaurateur George Perry-Smith, founder of the legendary Hole in the Wall restaurant in Bath (one of the first decent restaurants in the UK), both of whom helped to educate the masses about such exotic foods as avocados and bell peppers. During the 1970s these once rare ingredients gradually became commonplace and since those pioneering days chefs have been able to flourish, until now we have food that doesn’t just equal that of our continental neighbours but surpasses it.

The same has happened with beer in the UK: a few changed a lot. In 1971 a group of fellas in Ireland who were not happy with the crap beer that was taking over started one of the most successful consumer lobby groups this country has ever known. We have Graham Lees, Bill Mellor, Michael Hardman and Jim Makin, the men who started the Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA), to thank not just for saving our beer from bland, mass-produced mediocrity but for the vast array of beers available to today’s discerning drinker. Home-brewers should also be grateful to writers such as David Line and Graham Wheeler, who in the 1970s were releasing books to help the homebrewer move away from making kit beers with bread yeast. They may not have had the sophistication of today’s homebrew books but, combined with a love of our Ales, they were enough to influence a generation of brewers over in the USA.

As our cousins over the pond got a taste for our Real Ale, so the demand for home brew increased – the Americans, after all, had a much more dire crisis with their commercial beer than we had with ours. First Charlie Papazian, founder of the Association of Brewers and the Great American Beer Festival, and in later years home-brew writer John J. Palmer have both fuelled a demand for better ingredients for all brewers. Many American home-brewers started microbreweries and are now flooding the world with (arguably) some of the best beer it has ever seen.

As this wave of beer from the USA influences home-brewers and commercial brewers alike all over the world, so ingredients are improving year by year. New strains of hops are being developed, malts and malt extract are of a consistently high quality and teams of yeast scientists are developing new strains that help reliably produce great-quality beer. This is indeed a brave new world for beer – but what does it mean for beer in our country?

When I set out to write this book I asked myself two questions: what does this country have to offer and what is the perfect pint? Having completed the book I now feel that the perfect pint is something of a dichotomy: it can never be found and yet you always have it. The perfect pint is always going to be the one that you are enjoying right now – perhaps a sneaky lunchtime half of Mild, a mind-blowingly powerful IPA to start an evening, an Imperial Stout to finish one off, a Best Bitter amongst friends to celebrate a promotion, a Wee Heavy to warm the cockles after a trek through the snow, a refreshing Saison to quench a summer thirst, a crisp Lager after a hard day’s graft, or even a few pints of Golden Ale at a beer festival with friends; each and every one is the perfect pint because they are all perfect for whichever moment you choose to have them.

But for this very reason the perfect pint can never be found, as your mood and situation will always change, new beers will come and go and tempt you, each being perfect at the right time. This means the quest for the perfect pint can never have an end – and it is this fact that makes it the most enjoyable quest possible.

This book will help you along that never-ending journey. It will take you on the same path of discovery that I took, looking at the bare bones of beers, taking them apart so you can really get to know what you are supping and, of course, learning how to make them. But it is also about trying other people’s beer. Just as a good chef, chocolatier or vintner will sample the produce of others in order to perfect their own, so any good brewer should try as much great beer as possible in order to influence their own style positively. There would be no use trying to create a Porter, Stout or Brown Ale had you never tried what they can taste like at their best.



PART ONE

THE DRINKER’S GUIDE TO BEER
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TASTING BEER

‘An author sitting sharing a beer with a couple of builders … beer is a great leveller,’ mused a builder with whom I shared a pint in a pub in Cambridge. He was right, as undeniably one of the greatest things about beer is that it cuts right through the silly class divide that exists in our country. Pubs have always been places where rich builders can share in the enjoyment of beer-drinking with poor authors or where gentry can have a pint of the usual with the workers after a hard day. But when we start creating parallels with wine by doing things like having tastings, then are we not in danger of at the very least a poncification of beer – creating a divide between different beers and therefore a divide between different beer drinkers? Are we in danger of the gentrification of this drink of barbarians and thereby of turning some beers into a drink for snobs and elitists?

Well, no, not at all. For a start beers are generally not as expensive as wines and most will fit into a similar price bracket. A beer is best drunk within a few months, or in some cases a few years, but never a few decades like wine. This means that beer can never be a long-term investment and therefore should always be accessible to everyone. Beer-tasting, in my experience, is much more about mutual enjoyment than about one-upmanship. Or at least it should be. Learning to taste the subtle and not so subtle flavours in each hop, the sweetness of the malts and the interplay between the two just adds to the enjoyment of beer. Learning to taste rather than drink a beer is a great skill, and is available to anyone who can afford a beer and has a working tongue and olfactory system rather than a big bank balance.

Beer sommelier, journalist and excellent drinking companion Sophie Atherton says, ‘Everybody’s palate and sense of smell is individual and personal to them. Trust your senses and don’t allow others to tell you what you can taste. Do be aware of how the environment affects what you’re tasting, though – especially if you’re sitting next to someone with strong perfume!’

HOW TO TASTE BEER

The first step into the beer-tasting world is very easy: just sit back and really think about what you have in the glass, bottle or even can in front of you. Pause and give your beer some of the true reverence it deserves. Take the time to work out what you are smelling, what you are tasting and how it feels in your mouth. It really is that simple; it’s just a different approach. You can even do it with food to get you started. Swap your knife and fork from your usual hands; you’ll eat more slowly and will taste the food more. The reason is that you have to think about what you are doing, and it’s the same with tasting instead of just drinking beer.

Improve your skills further by starting to think about the glassware you serve it in. If you only have pint glasses, don’t worry, but do consider how clean they are. My friend and fellow beer writer Zak Avery suggests in his book 500 Beers that ‘dishwasher clean isn’t good enough, as the residues on the glass will at least spoil the head on the beer, and at worst will interfere with the aroma and flavour of the beer itself’. Putting this to the test and serving the same beer in identical glasses, one dishwasher clean and the other cleaned with washing-up liquid, thoroughly rinsed and polished with a crisp cloth, I found that there was more than a noticeable difference.

If you are tasting at home with your own or shop-bought beer, then you can choose the type of glass you serve it in. Any glass that is tulip-shaped will do the job – but you could also ensure you have the right glass for each beer (see here).

At a professional tasting or when judging beers, you’ll also swirl it around in the glass and give it a good look. Take notes on the colour, whether it is clear or not, how dark or light it is, whether there are any other colours. Also, this is a chance to get your nose right in there. If trying a bottled beer, I like to sniff straight from the bottle, putting a nostril over the neck after removing the cap. This gives me a little edge before really working the aromas in the glass.

Keep swirling, as this helps to release aromas, and keep sniffing. Don’t be afraid if the beer doesn’t really smell of anything – some Lagers really don’t, and even some Ales are so delicate that it takes a bit of practice before you really do smell anything. Remember, though, that other smells, especially strong ones like tobacco smoke, also affect what we taste – so although the smoking ban might be considered the biggest culprit behind pub closures (along with successive idiot chancellors), it might actually be helping to fuel our demand for better beer. Because pubs are no longer filled with smoke, we can now taste our beer. If you don’t believe me, hold your nose and take a sip of beer. What did you taste? Nothing? So look around wherever you are tasting and ensure that there are not any overpowering smells. I remember once smelling wet dog on a beer in a country pub, only to look down and see one staring right back at me from under the table. Keep smells from barbecues, aftershaves and perfumes at bay. Further advice from Zak Avery is always to taste beers indoors, away from any rogue smells.

Sophie Atherton also suggests allowing very cool beers to warm a little before tasting them. ‘A beer that is too cold won’t taste of much. Put your hands around the glass to bring the temperature up a little and this will help bring out more flavour and aroma.’ Tom Spencer, an Aussie friend who works in the wine trade, also taught me to bring air over the beer. Hold the beer in your mouth and suck a little air over it. Close your eyes if you have to; although you may well get mercilessly teased if you are doing this in your local, get all Zen on the beer if you can. Be just you and the beer. The tastes will come dancing out.

If you are still not really getting it (or even if you are), try drinking with friends, as everyone picks out different flavours and this will further what you are tasting. Some of the comments I’ve written about the beers in this book come from a selection of drinking partners who helped me to select the beers for this book and they picked out the subtlest of flavours I may otherwise have missed. You’ll be surprised at what people notice and point out (I was). Even my next-door neighbour, who mixes orangeade with cheap cider as his drink of choice, was picking out flavours that existed only as tiny details of beers. What is really interesting, too, is just how collective beer-tasting can be. If someone says, ‘Er … mango, I think I can taste mango,’ often everyone else tasting the same beer will agree (as long as it is evident). Try it next time you are in the pub.

It may also help to have a list of flavours and aromas that you might be able to pick out to help you get started. Beer-taster, author and aficionado Melissa Cole rightly bemoans the phrases ‘hoppy’ and ‘malty’ when applied to a beer, as they don’t really mean anything, and I’d add the word ‘bitter’ too, yet you’ll see these descriptions everywhere, from beer blogs to the sides of bottles and in beer-festival programmes. What kind of malt or hops and what sort of bitterness can you taste? Is it a piney hop, a marmalade bitterness, a caramel malt? Otherwise it’s similar to describing music as ‘notey’. Can you imagine being down the pub and hearing, ‘Went to a great opera at the weekend. It was very notey,’ or picking up the music press to read ‘Chvrches, the Glaswegian electro three-piece, have been wowing audiences across the world on their latest tour with lyrics using words and full-on electro-notiness through their music-playing from the keyboards’. You just wouldn’t, and nor should you hear or read such lazy descriptions of beer.

As each of us experiences things in a different way, it can be difficult to tell people what they might be tasting. For a start, each taste needs to relate to the foods you know. For some a flavour might resemble a ripe mango picked fresh whilst on holiday in West Bengal; for others the same flavour would be like an Um Bongo drunk in the pouring rain at Stockport bus station.

Not only are our experiences of flavour different from everybody else’s, but there is even a theory that our own tastebuds change depending on what our body needs. For instance, an account from a dehydrated and starving Steve Callahan, who was stranded at sea for seventy-six days after his 21-foot sailing boat capsized, suggested that he found a taste for fish eyes. To him these slimy bits of fish offal took on a delectable quality and he craved them as his food of choice. There isn’t a fish-eye-equivalent beer, but bitter receptors can become more acute depending on diet.

There are still some aroma/flavour descriptions that tend to be fairly universal and hopefully, if nothing else, these will get you started. You might also want to cross-reference the hops in the hops section with single-hopped varieties of Ales in order to give yourself a crash course.


	Aromas/flavours from hops: herbal, floral, spicy, tropical fruit, piney and blackcurrant.

	Aroma/flavours from malts: chocolate, nutty, biscuit, caramel.

	Bitterness: marmalade, dandelion, astringent.



Occasionally, you’ll be experiencing flavours and aromas that the brewer didn’t intend. I had many whilst writing this book! The most memorable was one that tasted so strongly of nail-polish remover that I had to chuck it after one sip. It would pay to familiarize yourself with some of the off flavours that can manifest in beer – turn to Detecting and Dealing with Faults and Off Flavours, here.

Do remember, though, that a little knowledge can be a dangerous thing. I recall one fella at a beer-tasting evening dismissing a beer out of hand for being off; he even offered some advice on how to rectify the problem, involving more hygienic brewing conditions. The beer in question was a Belgian Lambic which had been deliberately infected. He kept quiet after that, a little too embarrassed to speak. To make sure you are not that person, there are guidelines available online covering every style of beer. The Beer Judge Certification Program (BJCP) is the one used by most home-brewers and descriptions can be found on their website, bjcp.org. However, this is biased towards American beers and SIBA (Society of Independent Brewers Association) is a more British-centric organization that also offers beer descriptions on its site.

The final thing you really need is experience. It can take time to hone your tastebuds. I have to admit it took me quite a few beers until something clicked and it all dropped into place. But at least you can use the excuse that you are becoming a beer-taster when you have to argue the need for that one last pint.

THE COLOUR OF BEER

If someone handed you a pint of Lager and it was black, or a pint of Stout and it was pale, even close to white, then you might well hand it back to them (although both do exist). Over the years we have grown accustomed to specific beers being specific colours, ranging from a pale straw yellow (which has the standard reference 4 EBC) for a pale Lager to a Stasi brown (24 EBC) for a bitter, right up to almost jet black (138 EBC) for an Imperial Stout.

EBC stands for European Brewery Convention and is the accepted beer colour-measuring scale across Europe. It replaced the Lovibond scale created by J. W. Lovibond in 1883, which involved holding a series of coloured glass slides up to the beer and comparing the colour. This was, of course, liable to subjective observations by whoever was holding the glass slides, especially if they were too stubborn to admit they had colour blindness.

Lovibond wasn’t replaced completely, however, and it is still sometimes used today when measuring the colour of grain. To confuse matters further, the Americans measure to a different scale – the Standard Reference Method (SRM) scale. This mirrors Lovibond, in that if a beer is 10 Lovibond it is also 10 on the SRM scale. EBC is approximately double that of SRM/Lovibond (it’s actually 1.97). So a pale Lager is 2 SRM and 4 EBC and a very dark Stout 40 SRM and 79 EBC.

HOW AND WHY BEERS TASTE DIFFERENT IN DIFFERENT GLASSES

Most of the bestselling beers have their own specially shaped glasses. Think Guinness and you think of that almost vase-shaped pint glass, thinner at the bottom and rounder at the top. Kölsch Lagers from Köln (Cologne) come in small, beaker-like glasses; Stella use a posh-looking oversized wine glass that some clever marketing bod has named ‘a chalice’; and who can forget their first taste of the Belgian beer Pauwel Kwak, served in a glass with a rounded bottom supported on a wooden stand? They all create an experience, an engagement with the beer that goes beyond taste, and all create a look, a recognizable brand.

During the time of the Black Death in the fourteenth century, beer mugs were fitted with a lid, examples of which can still be found in the tourist shops of Bavaria. These lids kept out flies (and presumably plague-carrying fleas too) and so the drinking vessel you used was a matter of life and death. These days cynics suggest that branding and marketing are the only reasons for choosing different glasses and in some cases this is of course true. But it goes beyond that. The right glass can actually enhance the beer you are drinking. Some even suggest that drinkers should be demanding the right glasses, as we are being short-changed on the taste front if we don’t get the proper ones.

The Standard Nonic Pint Glass

Near cylindrical, with a slight bulge near the wide mouth. Cheap to make and easy to collect and store in stacks, it’s little wonder this is the landlords’ glass of choice. The bulge serves a few purposes, none of which affects the taste: the grip is improved, it prevents the glasses from sticking when stacked, and it stops the rim from being nicked – think ‘no nick’, or ‘nonic’.

Suitable for most classic Ale styles.

[image: image]

Beer Mug

Invented in the 1960s, the classic beer mug had fallen seriously out of fashion by the time I was drinking pints in a pub in the late 1980s/early 1990s and was nowhere to be seen. Which is perhaps why I now get rather excited if I’m offered a pint out of one. The heaviness of the glass, the big handle, the array of dimples all add up to enhance my drinking experience. They don’t do anything fancy and won’t really improve the beer, but that is no reason to shun them completely.

Suitable for most classic Ale styles.

[image: image]

Wheat Beer Glass/Weizen Glass

Whilst in Romania I was served a Wheat Beer. The barmaid poured a head twice the size of the beer and seemed to be very proud of it. It was served in a beer mug and so I had to wait about half an hour before I could tackle my drink without fear of looking like Father Christmas. If it had been served instead in a long, cylindrical Wheat Beer glass, I could have got at my beer and stayed foamy-beard-free. So the shape of this glass has a very practical purpose: long and cylindrical offers the head space to move whilst allowing the drinker to pour the beer down their gullet.

[image: image]

You may also see bar staff rinsing the glasses before pouring gently at an angle, as both these things help to control the head, which should be large but not excessively so. Unlike many other beers, the yeast sediment in a Wheat Beer will actually add to the flavour and keeping a head on the beer will ensure the yeast fills the glass with aromas without actually entering the beer. The flaring sides of the traditional glass will also funnel any aromas up to the drinker’s nose.

It is also true to say that the shape of the glass helps to accentuate the clove and banana aromas that are indicative of the style. You could even add a grain of rice to your beer, just like any good Bavarian would, as this will help it keep its head!

Suitable for Wheat Beers.

Snifter

Whilst these are great for swirling an expensive brandy around, they can also be used to capture and enhance the volatiles of strong Ales. The volatile aroma compounds will stay trapped in the glass rather than evaporating out as they would in a straight glass.

Suitable for Barley Wines, Imperial Stouts, Imperial IPAs, Old Ales and Wee Heavies.

[image: image]

Pilsner Glass

Tapered inward from top to bottom, Pilsner glasses are designed to help the beer keep its head, thus enhancing the hop aroma and extenuating the bitterness. The long glass will showcase the clarity of the beer too. As bubbles form due to dust particles trapped on the nicks in the glass, often Pilsner glasses will have marks etched into the bottom of the glass.

Suitable for Blondes, Saisons, Pilsners.

[image: image]

Tulip Glass

These are starting to become fashionable in some of the Craft Ales bars and pubs, where often all beer will be served in them. The curved edge helps to keep the rich aromas inside the glass, releasing them almost in a puff as you sip. This makes it an ideal shape for beers that are full of complexity. Something like Magic Rock’s Imperial Stout or Bearded Lady, or Harviestoun Ola Dubh 30 with all their rich aromas and flavours will taste significantly better if drunk from a tulip.

The tulip shape also helps when swirling the beer, as the aromas will get activated and will stay trapped in the glass due to the smaller opening at the top.

A slight variation of the tulip glass can also be found in Scotland, and that is the thistle-shaped glass. It works in a similar fashion and is great for capturing the richer complexities of Scottish beers.

Suitable for Imperial Stouts, Imperial IPAs and barrel-aged Ales.
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SERVING BEER

The glass will make a difference to the taste of your beer, but not as much as the temperature at which you serve it. Remember that the next time someone serves you a Stout or Porter from the fridge, as many of the subtle flavours and nuances of aromas will be muted at colder temperatures.

To ensure you get it right, here is a guide to correct temperatures and some suggestions about how to obtain them in the British climate. (If you live in a warmer or colder country, you may wish to adapt this accordingly.)




	4–7°C (fridge):
	Lagers



	8–12°C (fridge, then taken out whilst drinking another beer):
	Bitters, Golden Ales, Blondes, IPAs and Pale Ales



	12–14°C (kitchen cupboard):
	Porters, Stouts, Mildsand Tripels



	14–16°C (room temperature)
	Barley Wines, ImperialStouts, Old Ales






STORING BOTTLED BEER

There would be little use spending your hard-earned cash (or even your ill-gotten gains) on a very special beer only to ruin it by storing it improperly or for too long. Some of the better bottled beers are now starting to have a ‘born on’ date and you should try to drink them within three months of that. Unfortunately, these are few and far between. Where there is no guideline, think about what is in the bottle. A beer full of hop character will need to be drunk within a few months or it will start to change. That said – and hopefully without complicating things – you might want a subdued hop character, in which case let it sit for longer; but remember this is unlikely to be how the brewer intended it to be drunk. Weaker pale beers also need to be drunk within a few months.

But not all beers are equal. Some will not only keep better than others but will improve the longer you keep them. Old Ale, for example, is meant to be aged. As a good rule of thumb, anything above 7% ABV can and probably should be aged for a while. Generally speaking, over a year will be too long. However, there are always exceptions that break this rule. Check with the brewery if you are not sure.

Different beers will also benefit from being kept at different temperatures, all within a range of a steady 10–13°C (50–55.4°F). As a rule, the higher the ABV of your beer, the higher the temperature at which you can keep it. However, that doesn’t mean you should ever keep beer at too high a temperature: try not to let it get above 25°C (77°F), whatever type it is.

If you have a cellar or a cool larder, then either will be ideal. For everyone else, it can be difficult, so aim for the closest thing possible and keep the following two suggestions in mind:

Keep your beer away from any fluctuating heat sources – so not near a draught, oven or at the back of a fridge.

Keep the bottles upright and away from any bright light. Beers in anything but brown glass should be kept away from any sunlight and/or indoor lighting to save them from skunking (see here) – though, again, this is all a matter of taste, as it has been reported that many people actually like a beer that has skunked.
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DISCOVERING NEW BEERS

You might think it is very easy to find beer – you’ve no doubt been finding it for a few years. It’s everywhere, and you can just walk into any corner shop with an off-licence or into a pub and ask for a beer. However, if you want to try something different then the task can become a little more difficult, as more often than not you’ll just see the same few beers from the same few massive breweries. I’m not saying there is anything wrong with these, but to be on your own quest for the perfect pint you’ll need to know where the rarer beers are hiding. So really we are talking about finding new beers from smaller and artisan brewers, and by their very nature these are not to be found everywhere.

Once you do find a pub or shop with a suitable array of beers that are new to you, the variety can be bewildering. How do you choose? How do you know that you are coming home with something worthy of your hard-earned money? Luckily, there are some simple and straightforward ways of searching that can help turn the simple act of buying a beer into an adventure involving new tastes, aromas, experiences and styles.

Of course this book is one place to start. After each of the beers I recommend I’ve also suggested where you might be able to buy them; in some cases this includes specific pubs. This is meant just as a guide, as beers are not always kept on tap and some will even, in time, go out of production.

SPECIALIST HIGH-STREET BOTTLE SHOPS

These places are often out of the central areas of towns and cities and therefore need to be hunted out; the Directory at the back of the book will help (see here), and with luck you’ll find a bottle shop near you. If there isn’t one in your area, then perhaps ask your local wine merchant, as many are starting to sell a select range of beers. If they don’t, suggest that they do!

When you do find your bottle shop, I’d strongly suggest going on a weekday afternoon if you have the chance, or failing that then as soon as they open on a Saturday or Sunday morning. This is because these are generally quiet times and you’ll have a chance to talk to the people who work there. They will know their stuff, and what’s more they are generally more than happy to talk beer until the cows come home or until another customer demands their attention.

If you don’t see what you like, or you don’t really know what you’re looking for (or at), then describe some of your favourite beers to whoever is working and get them to make suggestions of similar beers, or ask them to recommend what they like. If you don’t want to spend a fortune then make sure you tell them so; a good bottle shop will have some beers at eye-wateringly high prices. That said, if you pay more there is more chance that you will get an extraordinary beer: oak-aged limited-edition runs don’t come cheap. But these sorts of beers are often best put on a Christmas or birthday list.

Lastly, sample some of the suggestions throughout this book if your bottle shop stocks them. A good idea might be to try one beer of each of the styles I recommend, invite some friends round and share a bit of each one. I’ll often do this when researching a brewery or area and you can whittle through a lot of beer that way (depending on how many friends you have). It can be a very enjoyable evening. You can always go back and buy more of the favourites.

OFF-LICENCES/CORNER SHOPS

Conventional off-licences or corner shops will stock a limited range, often the same few beers from the same predictable breweries. However, if you notice that your shop displays tins of macaroni cheese next to organic baked beans and has rice milk sitting next to Polish sauerkraut, then the chances are it will be run by the sort of forward-thinking owners who will happily buy in stock for their customers and, as long as it sells, will continue to do so. You could give them a list of your favourite breweries and the number of a good wholesaler (see Directory, here) to make life easier for them and up your chances of getting beer at your local shop.

PUBS AND BARS

Still the most enjoyable place (in my opinion) to drink beer is a pub or bar with friends. You’ll no doubt have your favourites, but if you are new to an area, just visiting or want to explore something different, then pick up your local CAMRA magazine and look for suggestions. The magazine is distributed around CAMRA pubs and many issues are available online as pdf files. The ones I’ve read will always have details of a local pub crawl that a member has been on, along with an account of what they drank.

If you join CAMRA yourself, often good pubs will give you a discount when buying their beer. Look out too for What’s Brewing, CAMRA’s monthly newsletter, which is available online from the CAMRA website and is also delivered free to CAMRA members. Turn to here for details of beer festivals, pub crawls and other beer-related events.

Websites like untappd.com allow you to search for places that serve your favourite beer. beerintheevening.com is one of the better pub-review sites, but do ensure that you are looking at up-to-date reviews as changes in management can turn a bad pub good and vice versa.

Lastly, just ask the punters themselves. A seat at the bar can be a great place to be if you need information. Ask whoever is serving and other drinkers will join in. Or even just ask on the street. When the Beer on the Wye Festival got flooded out in 2012 we found ourselves in need of an alternative. We stopped people on the street and asked for a ‘Real Ale pub’ and had a great mini pub crawl around Hereford.

BREWERIES

Over in America many breweries will have a bar attached. They welcome visitors and often offer tours that end with a few drinks. Some brewers over here do the same and others are starting to catch on and offer a few beers on their own taps, but as yet these are few and far between. Still, it is worth searching online to see if your favourite brewer does have a bar, as there is nothing like drinking a beer with the brewer.

If your brewery doesn’t allow piss-ups, then check their website. Some will offer bottles or polypins (small, pressurized barrels, the modern equivalent of the Party Seven can) direct from their site, or they will at least link to a website that does sell their beer.

BEER FESTIVALS

See A Year in Festivals, here.

ONLINE

The online world has revolutionized how we buy beer and should not be ignored. Finding out about beers and buying them can both be done without leaving your seat.

Bloggers, Twitter and Facebook

In the Further Reading section I have mentioned some of my favourite bloggers. They can be great for filtering out beers that might not do it for you, or for finding true gems. I’d suggest picking out bloggers that live in your area, as not only will they blog about local breweries but they will often mention beer festivals, special events and limited-edition runs from some of the breweries nearby. They can be your eyes and ears in the beer world. A well-run blog will have an RSS feed, the option to sign up to a newsletter, and/or an attached Twitter feed that will tell you when the blog is updated so you don’t physically have to check their pages every day. When you do find a good blog it can be worth trawling their archives, as there are bound to be some beers you’ll want to hunt out.

Then there are the breweries themselves. They don’t just embrace new ingredients, but new technology too and, as Twitter can be a relatively cheap marketing tool, most breweries will have a feed. Pubs and bottle shops too will often tweet guest Ales and new arrivals.

As many good pubs and bottle shops are always looking for new beers and brewers want to sell their beer, it is even worth mentioning them both with the @ sign in a tweet to get them talking. I’ve successfully arranged for a barrel or two of my favourite beers to come to me by doing this! (In case this is nonsense to you, the @ symbol is placed before a name, in my case @Andyrhamilton, and if that person is mentioned in a tweet it means that they will see you have mentioned them and can respond.)

Facebook is another option and often the very small breweries will maintain a Facebook page rather than have any other web presence. Just search Facebook to find them and make sure you ‘like’ a brewery page in order to get updates.

Online Bottle Shops

Many good bottle shops and pubs will have an online presence – see the Directory, here. The downside compared with your own local shop is that you don’t get chance to chat, but the upside can often be a wider range. Always ensure that they deliver to your area before spending your time carefully choosing your favourite beers. I’ve abandoned many carts after reading the small print! You might also want to check postage costs before you finish your order – every bottle shop seems to operate a different system, from cost per twelve bottles/case to a flat fee. A few offer free delivery but will reflect that ‘saving’ in the cost of the beer.
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STYLE NOTES

BITTERS

The distinctive red triangle on a pint of Bass was the first ever registered British trademark and Bass also happened to be my first ever pint. I was thirteen and I’d just finished my first day’s work helping out on a market stall in Northampton. The owner of the stall was pleased with my work and so treated me to a pint in his working man’s club. I felt like I’d become a man. Unfortunately I got a little pissed on that one pint and my rather embarrassed boss never bought me one again.

My first experiences of Bitter help to sum up one of the reasons why it (along with Mild) is a beer that sometimes has an ‘old man’ or ‘fusty’ image. The market trader I drank mine with was well into his sixties and we drank in a sparsely decor-ated, nicotine-stained bar populated only by older men sitting individually at their tables. It is an unjust image, as Bitter is one of our greatest exports, the bread and butter of the beer world; indeed Fuller’s ESB (Extra Special Bitter) is one of the beers that helped spark the American craft-brewing scene. Craft brewers over there still rate it as a pint to emulate, a standard to reach.

It is surprising, therefore, that such a British institution has only been around since the early nineteenth century and that we started to recognize the term ‘Bitter’ only around the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis. The terminology had more to do with the lack of pump clips than anything else, as, when ordering, punters needed to differentiate these beers from the Milds, Pale Ales and Stouts on offer. They started to ask for pints of ‘bitter beer’.

The term eventually stuck and beers such as Pedigree and London Pride started to be called ‘Bitters’ rather than ‘Pale Ales’ by the brewers, and thus a style was born. Although, of course the great style controversy continues and some Bitters are still called Pale Ales (Landlord, for example). The confusion starts from the fact that all Bitters are Pale Ales but not all Pale Ales are Bitters!

Bitters range from around 3% to 6% ABV and there are three subcategories denoted by their alcohol strength. Ordinary Bitter will be on the weaker side at around 3–4% and is produced to be drunk in quantity as a ‘session beer’; Best Bitter is brewed to be slightly stronger, often to about 4.5%; and Extra Special Bitter or ESB will be brewed at a strength of 5–6% ABV and is more of a weekend beer. Some may still call it a session beer, but they will either weigh over 20 stone or have the sort of sessions that end in supermarket trolleys, ripped clothing, the inability to see and a pneumonia-inducing park-bench snooze.

Bitters generally have some aroma coming from the malt – this can often be biscuit or caramel, but fruity aromas are not uncommon. They are almost always bright beers (clear) unless there is something wrong with the barrel. There should also be a fine balance between the malt and the hops which will, contrarily, not be overly bitter.

BROWN ALES

If you were living in seventeenth-century Britain you would be forgiven for saying that all beer is Brown Ale, as it wasn’t until the eighteenth century that pale malts started to be used in beer. Before then Brown Ales – or, rather, brown beers, as they were hopped beers – were made using 100% brown malt. By all accounts these were not great beers and when Porters, Pales and Stouts started to be made they soon took over as the drinks of choice. Brown Ales just couldn’t compete and they all but disappeared, not emerging again until the start of the twentieth century, albeit as very different beers with only the style name intact.

It is easy to see a recurring theme with regards to British beers and their decline, and Brown Ale is no exception, as after the First World War beer was forced to lower its ABV and the style suffered as a result. However, unlike Milds and Porters, Brown Ales have not really made much of a comeback here in the UK. However, if brewers here continue to be influenced by activities across the pond, then we might well see a return to Brown as American brewers have really embraced the style.

The war didn’t completely kill off Brown Ales, though, and as blending was still in fashion between the wars and since Brown Ales often came in bottles rather than casks like most Ales, they were a good stable mixer for the draft beers which landlords struggled to keep from spoiling. This gave Brown Ales a brief hiatus back in the limelight. As the century progressed, though, they fell out of fashion, even in bottles, suffering a similar fate to Milds in being considered the refuge of the cloth-capped industrial workers who themselves, or rather their jobs, dwindled into relative obscurity.

A taste of the times is still produced by Mann with a Brown Ale similar to what has been produced since the 1920s. There is of course one other specific and notable exception that has become synonymous with this beer style, or at least with the name Brown Ale. Maybe due to the fact that heavy industry still showed some strength in the region during the latter part of the last century, so did the Brown Ales favoured by the manual worker. Newcastle Brown Ale, despite production being bought up and moved, has clung on in the changing face of the North East. The beer still remains very popular, not just up north but as a recognized world brand.

Newcastle Brown Ale might be known the world over as the ‘One and only [Brown Ale]’, but does it really define the style? Brown Ales fall into the same murky liquor of beer definition as many of our styles do. The late and notable patron saint of writers on beer styles, Michael Jackson, states that there are two types of Brown Ale in the UK, one in the north and one in the south. The latter is the weaker at 3–3.5%, sweet and dark brown, whereas its northern counterpart is stronger at 4–4.5%, drier and reddish brown. But that is not the end of the story, as there is some confusion over what is really being described. Is it just the colour? In which case an abundance of beers could fit into the ‘Brown Ale’ category. It has been said that using the term ‘Brown Ale’ to describe a style of beer is as useful as saying ‘red wine’. Indeed, considering that not only are the northern and southern styles very different but that American Brown Ale can be different again, and even German Altbier can fit into the ‘Brown Ale’ category, it is a valid point.

Brown Ale is therefore another beer that it is difficult to define. In this respect they are similar to Porters or Summer/Golden Ales in that there is a wide scope of interpretation to the style. Yes, northern and southern Brown Ales are very different – but then Robust, Imperial and Brown Porters are all very different, yet we still call them all Porters. Argument around beer styles is an already bloody ring into which to throw your hat, and in the case of Brown Ales I’ll add just this massive cop-out: if the brewer insists that it is a Brown Ale and that is what’s on the pump clip, then let’s respect his/her definition, sit back and enjoy a pint (of whatever it is).

GOLDEN (SUMMER) AND BLONDE ALES

The 1980s were dark times for ‘Real Ale’ drinkers. CAMRA was still in its infancy and mass-marketed Lagers were becoming the toast of the town. Breweries needed to tempt drinkers back to Ale and the trick up their sleeve was a new style brewed with just pale malt – a Golden or Summer Ale, lighter than many beers and as golden-amber in colour as the Lagers they were competing against.

Summer Ales soon took off, led by Exmoor Gold (4.5% cask and bottle), a one-off celebratory Ale from the Golden Hill Brewery in Somerset (now Exmoor Brewery), back in 1986. It was closely followed in the same year by another Golden Ale: single-hopped with East Kent Goldings and called Summer Lightning, it was (and still is) brewed just across the Levels in Salisbury by the Hop Back Brewery (5% cask and bottle). Soon other breweries followed and a style was born.

However, the story of Golden (or Summer) Ales goes back much further. There are references to Golden Ales back in 1842, when the William Saunders Brewery in Burton upon Trent was advertising a ‘Golden Ale’; and even earlier, in 1838, ‘24 dozens of Golden Ale, and 17½ dozen other beers’ were in the inventory of the passenger ship Emerald Isle. Whether or not these Golden Ales were anything like our present-day beers is anyone’s guess, but I prefer the fact that a style dates from when I was first sneaking the odd pint, so let’s not let these early references get in the way of a good yarn over a pint of Golden!

Blond(e) beers, on the other hand, often get bunched in with Golden or Summer Ales, as there often isn’t much more than a brewer’s (or marketing department’s) prerogative to tell them apart. Indeed, sometimes brewers will call what is essentially a Golden Ale a Blonde Ale – Butcombe Blond, for example. Often they are around 4–5% ABV and have low to moderate hop bitterness of around 15–25 IBU. A tendency has developed, especially amongst new breweries, to achieve this using high alpha acid New World hops too. Actually, though, a true Blonde is a style famed across the Continent and should be made with Lager or Pilsner malt, perhaps with a touch of Munich or Vienna malt, and using Ale yeast. What complicates matters further is that Lagers can also be called Blondes – George Wright brews Pure Blonde, for example. One thing is for certain, when you buy a Blonde in the UK it will be pale, but beyond that really it’s anyone’s guess.

IPAS – INDIA PALE ALES

The liveliest pub conversations can often have more of a leaning towards entertainment than truth, and many of us have been known to embellish a tale to get a laugh or deliver a punchline. It is of little wonder then that the origins of every beer are surrounded by half-truths, outright lies and counter-claims. This is perhaps why there has been such an enduring lie behind the tale of India Pale Ales. The story below is possibly the one that you have heard.

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, when Britain was flexing its imperial muscle and stripping the world of resources to feed the increasing appetites of the emerging elite, she had a large colonial presence in India. The hot, humid climate and distrust of the water supply gave rise to a thirst for beer, and for light beers rather than Porters. But the long voyage meant that most pale beers brewed around that time would spoil over the course of the journey and be undrinkable upon arrival. In walks a fella called George Hodgson of the Bow Brewery in London with an answer, or rather a beer, to solve the problem. He started brewing beers jammed full of hops and ramped up the ABV, both measures designed to keep beer for longer.

The trouble is, this explanation fits into the half-truth category. It’s a nice story, but the real truth is as murky as a Wheat Beer and dates back further still.

During the seventeenth century the East India Company moved into India, starting to build factories and deal in fabrics. Many European peoples settled there, and over the next two centuries towns sprang up. The Europeans wanted booze, and at the cheaper end of the scale was the local hooch known as Arak. Like much of the home-made
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