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“Empowering and refreshing, this book throws aside conventional assumptions about brewing dos and don’ts to embrace adventure and intuition. It’s all here: flavor, fearlessness, and, most importantly, fun. Jereme is an incredibly informed and totally hang-worthy guide, and after journeying with him through oft-overlooked annals of brewing history, I know you’ll come away eager to brew beer like a yeti.”

—SARA BIR, author of The Fruit Forager’s Companion

“Gruits and ales and beers, oh my! This book is a must-have for any ferment adventurer. Jereme Zimmerman, in his enjoyable writing style, takes the reader and brewer through the history of these venerable brews and how they played a role in shaping what we now think of as beer. Guiding the reader through ingredients and techniques to make traditional brews, beyond conventional styles, Jereme builds one’s confidence to create their own unique draughts.”

—KIRSTEN K. SHOCKEY, author of Fermented Vegetables and Fiery Ferments

“In Brew Beer Like a Yeti, Jereme Zimmerman shares his laid-back yet informed brewing style. Exploring ancient brewing techniques and unique ingredients, he presents the reader with a range of interesting recipes as well as the tools to create distinctive brews of one’s own. In a beer landscape often dominated by what is new or novel (and often hoppy), Brew Beer Like a Yeti is a refreshing and unique addition to the library of any brewer or beer-lover.”

—MIKE SMITH, professional brewer; coauthor of The Comic Book Story of Beer

“Get your grain buckets and put on your folklore-thinking caps, because yeti brewing is about to get real. Jereme Zimmerman takes an unconventional approach to both the historical presentation and brewing methods of ale to deliver this brilliant beer tome. But rest assured, Big Beer won’t want you to read Brew Beer Like a Yeti. You’ll know too much and stop drinking their swill.”

—FRED MINNICK, author of Mead and Bourbon

“Brew Beer Like a Yeti is an essential companion for any beer enthusiast. Both well-researched and informed by the author’s personal experience, Jereme Zimmerman’s latest book guides you through the joys of beer, from its ancient origins and the rise of regional styles to the delight of brewing with foraged ingredients from your own backyard. Whether you’re a novice fermenter or an established brewer, Zimmerman’s approachable recipes, paired with his fresh perspective, will encourage you to experiment and embrace the funky, wild side of beer.”

—ANDREW MOORE, author of Pawpaw

“Jereme Zimmerman has captured the mystique and magic of fermentation in this paean to beer’s vital role in human culture and history. The stories are fascinating and blended with the right amount of technique, so that regardless of brewing experience, anyone can dive headfirst into their own experiments. The essence of fermentation is creativity; this book provides the guidelines for infinite variety.”

—HANNAH CRUM, coauthor of The Big Book of Kombucha

“If you ever thought you didn’t care about the history of brewing, think again! Jereme Zimmerman’s new book reminds us that the entire beer industry was built on the traditions and lore passed down from many generations of home brewers like us. In Brew Beer Like a Yeti, Jereme effortlessly brings beer, mead, and other fascinating fermented drinks into our home kitchens, while weaving in legends and tales of home brewers from many different cultures around the world. Brewing fermented beverages isn’t just an interesting hobby; it’s a useful skill to be proud of and a tradition worthy of being passed on. Brew Beer Like a Yeti gives you even more reasons to look forward to brewing day, and you will be as excited as I am to share these amazing handcrafted drinks, and the stories that go with them.”

—VICTORIA REDHED MILLER, author of Craft Distilling and From No-Knead to Sourdough

“Jereme’s newest book gives readers access to both the folklore and history of brewing ales and gruits, as well as the technical background and modern advances of fermenting beer. I firmly believe that this merging of both old and new in Brew Beer Like a Yeti is where the most delicious and innovative ferments live, without the intimidating learning curve.”

—PETE HALUPKA, Harvest Roots Ferments

“Jereme Zimmerman’s curiosity about beer is contagious, and his explanations of ingredients and processes could make even a wine drinker want to brew beer. This book is a great resource.”
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PREFACE 

Although it took me a year to write, this book was many years in the making. From my first sip of beer, the geek in me has wanted to learn more about this mysterious substance that has since refreshed, intoxicated, enlivened, and yes, sometimes sickened me. I found myself wanting to know its history, how to make it, and why it’s referenced in so many of the myths, fantasies, and ancient tales I liked to read.

Once I graduated past Budweiser (which, alas, was my first beer), I began to explore the world of craft beer. While I was a poor student at Berea College in eastern Kentucky, craft brewing was barely a blip on the radar in my area of the country; my options were limited, but I was hooked. Upon graduating from college I wanted to try living somewhere completely different and headed to Seattle, where my love affair with beer really took off. You couldn’t throw a stone without hitting a microbrewery or brewpub. A stranger in a strange land, I decided to pick up a hobby while I got acclimated. Brewing beer had been in the back of my mind for a while. My dad made wine for years, so I decided to carry on the tradition in my own way: I picked up a basic homebrewing kit and got to work.

Over time I made a number of very tasty beers using kits, which I often customized with additional ingredients, but after a while it all began to feel … canned. Where was the creativity in buying a prepackaged set of ingredients, modifying the recipe a bit, and churning out a batch of brew that wasn’t much different from what I could get at the corner brewpub? I know many brewers who are perfectly happy brewing this way, but having grown up “poor” on a Kentucky farm, I was accustomed to making do with what little I could afford and what the land around me offered. Plus, I was homeschooled and slow to make friends, so I learned to be creative and think independently as a necessity. As I grew older I returned to my self-sufficient roots and began to think on how people made beer, wine, and other ferments before the days of homebrew stores, supermarkets, and other modern conveniences.
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An advertisement for a malt tonic produced by the Seattle Brewing & Malting Company, makers of Rainier Beer, circa 1909. Courtesy of Seattle Public Library, Wikimedia Commons.

My earliest experiments were primarily with mead and wine, as these were the easiest to make with rudimentary equipment, easily obtainable ingredients, and wild yeast. This led to several articles for magazines such as New Pioneer and Backwoods Home, and writing online under the pen name RedHeadedYeti. Eventually I began speaking about natural fermentation, specifically mead making, at events such as the Mother Earth News Fair, and wrote my first book, Make Mead Like a Viking.

As I was researching and writing that book, I came across a lot of information about beer, and the book you’re reading began to take place both in notes and in sections of text that I set aside when I realized I was going too far off topic. It turns out that references to mead in history and myth are dwarfed by mentions of beer and ale. I thought that would make it easier to write this book, but quickly found that was far from the truth. Not only were there vast amounts of information to pore through—in books old and new, magazine articles, scientific and archaeological journals, websites, blogs, and online forums—but a great deal was conjecture and oft-repeated myth. I may have perpetuated some of this myth to a degree in Make Mead Like a Viking, but as I’ve learned with this book, it’s difficult not to. Even the most ardent researchers and respected beer writers repeat “facts” they’ve come across in book after book, article after article, journal after journal. Many have an element of truth to them, or are just too good to pass up because they make for a good story. As writers we do our best (at least I hope most of us do) to wade through all of the information and seek out original sources, but sometimes fact and conjecture are hard to separate. In this book I have done my utmost to back up every “fact” with as reliable a source as possible, to debunk myths, and to acknowledge when a story, idea, or recipe may not have the origins it is often touted to have. I want to provide an enjoyable, useful read, and leave you with some good stories, but in the end I want to provide edification for future writers and hobby researchers on similar subjects. If I’ve fallen short in accomplishing this to the degree that I would like, I hope that you’ll take up the mantle and keep up the good fight. Beer is not going away. Let’s make sure we do our part to help future generations understand where it came from.





 

INTRODUCTION

ZEN AND THE ART OF YETI BREWING

Brewing beer is easy. There, I said it. I let the secret out. It can’t be taken back now.

But first allow me to back up and help you understand the mind-set you need to recognize just how easy brewing beer, ale, and the many variations thereof can be. As we will learn, from approximately the 15th through the 18th centuries, the production of alcohol went through a multitude of changes that laid the groundwork for the intricate web of regulations, politics, religion, and just plain pigheaded, opinionated, trollish, how-dare-anyone-think-my-opinion-isn’t-irrefutable-truth behavior that we find today. Even a century ago the world was much more entrenched in the traditions of our ancestors. Since then, however, we’ve found a way to make many things—particularly with regard to food and drink production—exponentially more convoluted than necessary.

In short, brewing beer at home used to be as common as bread making, a fairly simple process that didn’t necessarily take a lot of time, as people had a lot of other things to concern themselves with to keep their households in order. Of course there were some time-consuming (but not necessarily complicated) brewing recipes people indulged in when they could, but brewing—and fermentation in general—was just a part of what they did to survive.

I fear I’m already making this seem complicated. Here’s how my old friend (he was long dead before I met him) John Bickerdyke approached the matter in his book The Curiosities of Ale & Beer, first published in 1889:

In order to give a proper understanding of our subject, and at the risk of ruining the brewing trade, let us then, in ten lines or so, inform the world at large how, with no other utensils than a tea-kettle and a saucepan, a quart or two of ale be brewed, and the revenue defrauded.

Into your tea-kettle, amateur brewer, cast a quart of malt, and on it pour water, hot, but not boiling; let it stand awhile and stir it. Then pour off the sweet tea into the saucepan, and add to the tea-leaves boiling water again, and even a third time, until possibly a husband would rebel at the weak liquid which issues from the spout. The saucepan is now nearly full, thanks to the frequent additions from the tea-kettle, so on to the fire with it, and boil up its contents for an hour or two, not forgetting to add of hops half-an-ounce, or a little more. This process over, let the seething liquor cool, and, when at a little below blood-heat, throw into it a small particle of brewer’s yeast. The liquor now ferments; at the end of a [sic] hour skim it, and lo! beneath [sic] the scum is bitter beer—in quantity, a quart or more. After awhile [sic] bottle the results of your brew, place it in a remote corner of your cellar, and order in a barrel of XXX. [sic] from the nearest brewer.1

Brewing can be even easier than this if you’re still not feeling quite up to par. The reference to malt is to malted grains, which are grains that have been partially germinated to enable fermentable simple sugars and starches to be drawn out by pouring hot water over them to create a mash. The water drained from this mash is wort, which can then be boiled and brewed into beer. However, you don’t even have to go this far. Instead of malt, you can use malt extract (a thick and syrupy or powdered and dry substance that can be purchased in modern homebrewing kits), molasses, sorghum, brown sugar, cane sugar, or any combination thereof. Even yeast can be produced without going to the homebrewing store.

Now that we’ve recognized that brewing can be easy, it’s time to adjust our definitions for beer and ale. Ask any beer geek about the difference between beer and ale and you may end up embroiled in a long, convoluted discussion. While there is a fairly straightforward answer as far as a modern definition goes, there is a solid historical reason for the confusion. Reading any text on beer or brewing that precedes the 20th century, it quickly becomes evident that there never was a clear answer—or, more likely, such distinctions were less of a concern in olden days. People fermented booze from whatever they could get their hands on, and their names for what they were drinking changed multiple times both between and within different cultures. As far as you should be concerned, if it tastes like beer, looks like beer, feels like beer, then it is beer, ingredients be damned!

In the annals of brewing history, there is an astounding array of information, misinformation, and just plain hyperbole regarding beer. Many recipes and techniques that were very common in olden days are strange or just plain dangerous sounding to modern ears. Some old recipes call for raw eggs or even meat gravy to be added to beer—not necessarily unsafe, unless you’re using hormone-infused meat or eggs that don’t come from your own backyard (or a trustworthy local farm). Ingredients that were very common in ancient, sacred brews—such as henbane and wild rosemary—are considered dangerous or even poisonous, albeit in large amounts, today. Most people today cringe at the thought of these types of ingredients in their beer but, again, the people who wrote down these recipes lived in a very different world than we do today.

Bruce Lee once said, “Empty your cup so that it may be filled; become devoid to gain totality.” Lee, in the tradition of great martial arts and Zen masters throughout history, understood that while both filling one’s mind with learning and knowledge and practicing incessantly have great benefits, at some point one must realize that the most important knowing is not knowing. This is a crucial piece of wisdom that few fully understand and even fewer practice. The first time I felt truly free to brew and ferment with utter abandon and true passion was when I learned to brew with this mentality.

Modern brewing manuals and the stringent practices I once employed worked well for me—I created a fair share of excellent brews. But something was missing. Brewing day was always a chore and a hassle. I would run around like the proverbial chicken with its head cut off, trying to make sure everything was just right. I cleaned and sanitized incessantly, making sure my temperatures and times were as accurate as possible, and generally wore myself thin just to make a “perfect” batch of beer. Don’t get me wrong—stress is a part of learning—but I encourage you to strive for making your brewing day into a relaxing meditative experience. If you’re anything like me, eventually you will have various ferments burbling on countertops and pantries and aging in the cellar or some dark corner of your house or apartment. Visit with these ferments often. Get to know them. Sample as appropriate. Some will not turn out to your tastes. Give those to your friends and significant others; you never know, they may like them (unless your instincts tell you there’s something just plain wrong about them, in which case toss them).

You can start brewing even with the most rudimentary knowledge and equipment. Over time you will inevitably procure all manner of crocks, jars, bottles, siphons, airlocks, et cetera. But before you begin your new fermentation journey, it’s important to stop for a moment, empty your mind, and thank the Ancients for the gifts they imparted. Breathe deep, relax, do some tai chi or yoga, or commune with nature for a while. Then smile, turn on some inspiring music, grab a beer, and get to “work.” Call this Yeti Brewing Zen if you will. Begin as your ancestors did, but with the knowledge you have gained from your journey through modern life and the wisdom of the Ancients embedded within. Many aspects of food and drink production and preservation are already a part of our inner consciousness. We just need to put ourselves in the right mind-set to unlock that ancestral knowledge. A good place to start is to go back to what ancient cultures meant when they used their respective words for beer. Let’s explore, shall we?





 


PART ONE

HISTORY, MYTH, AND FUN







 

CHAPTER ONE

A HISTORY OF ALE AND BEER

Ale is made of malte and water

and they the which do put any other thynge to ale

then is rehersed, except yest, barme or godesgooda

doth sofystical theyr ale

Bere is made of malte, of hoppes, and water:

it is the natural drynke for a Dutche man,

and nowe of late days it is moche vsed [used] in Englande

to the detryment of many Englysshe men …

—Andrew Boorde, 15471

Beer. It’s so ubiquitous that most of us assume we know exactly what it is. But the meaning of the English word beer has changed throughout history, where you’ll find that beer isn’t as cut-and-dried as it has come to be in modern times. First, let’s look at the modern definition. The Encyclopedia of Beer defines beer as:

Any alcoholic beverage made by fermenting grains and usually incorporating hops. In general (in the United States), the term refers to a beverage that has been fermented to an alcohol level of less than 5 percent alcohol by volume (4 percent alcohol by weight). Most Americans think of lager beer when they hear the word beer, but other types of ferment also are correctly called beer. In England, the word beer is usually used to indicate an ale with a lower alcohol content. The English word beer is from the Latin word bibere, “to drink.” Originally, the English word beer referred to a beverage that had been brewed with hops, as opposed to ale, which had been brewed without hops.2

This definition shows just how difficult it is to explain exactly what beer is. According to this source, beer is fermented from grain and usually with hops; contains no more than 4 to 5 percent ABV; and is distinct from ale (one is brewed with hops and one without) depending on the part of the world you’re in. A pretty broad definition, right? Since the two words are often used interchangeably, at least in modern times, let’s move on to The Encyclopedia of Beer’s definition of ale:

A top-fermented beer that is the oldest of all brews. From the Old English alu. Ales tend to be stronger than bottom-fermented beers, and come in a variety of colors. Throughout much of history, ale was an unhopped brew. Primitive, spontaneously fermented ales, still found in remote places, are made from diverse materials such as corn, manioc, rice, and grasses.3

Again we see that ale didn’t traditionally contain hops. But now we learn that, in a way, ale is a subcategory of beer. Finally, the editors admit that ale can be made from various materials that can’t be classified as grain. So beer isn’t necessarily made from grain, although it generally is. Now let’s go a little further back to understand what the various words that came to be our descriptors ale and beer today meant to historical peoples. In The Curiosities of Ale & Beer, John Bickerdyke explains thus:

A word or two now as to the distinctions between the beverages known as ale and beer. Going back to the time of the Conquest, or earlier, we find that both words were applied to the same liquor, a fermented drink made usually from malt and water, without hops. The Danes called it ale, the Anglo-Saxons beer. Later on the word beer dropped almost out of use. Meanwhile, in Germany and the Netherlands, the use of hops in brewing had been discovered; and in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Flemings having introduced their bier into England, the word “beer” came to have in this country a distinct meaning—viz., hopped ale … The distinction between ale and beer … lasted for a hundred years or more. As hops came into general use, though malt liquors generally were now beer, the word ale was still retained, and was used whether the liquor it was intended to designate was hopped or not. At the present day beer is the generic word, which includes all malt liquors; while the word ale includes all but the black or brown beers—porter and stout. The meanings of the words are, however, subject to local interpretations.4

Confused yet? Let’s go even further back. During the Anglo-Saxon period (approximately 410 to 1066) beer was as much a synonym for strong drink as it was a specific type of strong drink. In A Second Handbook of Anglo-Saxon Food and Drink, scholar Ann Hager references an earlier historian who believed Beor “to be a cereal-derived drink, as he saw Beor as etymologically derived from bere (barley).”5 So while some sources, like The Encyclopedia of Beer, claim that beer is derived from bibere (“to drink”), others believe it comes from bere (barley).

Another possible Anglo-Saxon source of the word comes from Scandinavia (the Anglo-Saxons resided primarily in the areas we know as England and Denmark today). “Beor,” Hagen notes, “would seem to have continental parallels, though having had evidence of false etymology in the beor/beer derivation, we have to be cautious about assuming that words have similar meanings because they sound similar. Bjorr, recorded in Denmark during the Viking period [was] a sweet, strong drink, drunk in the halls of the great, and Valhalla.… Unfortunately the possible etymology of bjorr, deriving from the Latin biber, a drink, does not give any information as to what it was made from.”6 In the end, “strong drink” (which was likely made from all manner of ingredients) is the best definition we have for these various words. Regarding ale, Hagen indicates that it was often (though not always, necessarily) a grain-based drink. “The Anglo-Saxons had a term (malt/mealt) for malt, and the technology to malt barley, or other grains.… Presumably barley was usually used.”7

Now that we know (or rather, don’t know) where the word beer comes from and what it actually means, let’s dispense with nitpicking over nomenclature and get to the definition of beer for the purpose of the book: “a fermented beverage ranging from around 3 percent to around 8 percent ABV (alcohol by volume), usually made with at least some portion of grain but also with varying ratios of alcohol-producing and flavoring adjuncts such as molasses, sorghum, honey, or sugar.” For the sake of our modern understanding of what beer is, most recipes and techniques outlined in this book will focus on grain as the primary source of fermentable sugars, but—like brewers of the past—we won’t get too concerned if some recipes stray a bit.

Ancient Origins

Nearly all histories of beer start with the ancient Egyptians and Sumerians.b This is for a good reason. These cultures were the first to document their beer-making practices in some form, whether through Egyptian hieroglyphs or the Sumerian “Hymn to Ninkasi,” the earliest written description of the brewing process, dated circa 1800 BC. However, beer- and ale-like drinks are referenced much earlier through oral myth and storytelling across many cultures, not to mention traditional brewing practices that likely have been passed down for thousands of years.

Despite our knowledge that the history of brewing goes back much further than the ancient Sumerians and Egyptians, the written evidence these cultures left behind is important in that it gives us an idea as to how they brewed beer—and by extension, a likely case for how other cultures discovered and pursued the process of brewing. Most interpretations of the information left behind by the Sumerians and Egyptians suggest the following as the basic process for brewing beer:


	Barley was harvested (stalk and all), moistened, and left to dry for a day or so.

	The barley was then moistened again, placed in a perforated vessel, and left until the seeds separated from the stalk.

	The vessel was shaken to separate the chaff from the grain (in other words, winnowing).

	The grain was ground and made into bread, which was baked (akin to modern techniques for kilning and drying grains to release starch and sugar for fermentation).

	Water, possibly sweetened with additional sugars such as honey, was poured over the bread and strained through a sieve.

	Finally, what was now wort (unfermented beer) was then fermented. It may or may not have been heated first.
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This wooden model located at the Rosicrucian Egyptian Museum in San Jose, California, depicts beer being brewed in ancient Egypt. Courtesy of E. Michael Smith, Wikimedia Commons.

The Sumerians and Egyptians didn’t just fool around with brewing beer as a hobby; rather, they produced it on a scale nearly akin to today’s modern industrialized breweries, and regulated its drinking through formal drinking sessions and designated drinking places. We know that the Sumerians produced several different types of beer, including eight barley styles, eight wheat styles, and three mixed-grain styles. The remains of the world’s oldest known brewery—dating to circa 3400 BC—are located in Hierakonpolis (modern-day Al Kawm al Ahmar), Egypt, which was able to produce up to 300 gallons per day of a Sumerian-style beer.8

We know, though, thanks to modern archaeological research, that brewing traditions predate the Sumerians and Egyptians by as much as several thousand years. Two researchers in particular, Dr. Patrick McGovern (aka “Dr. Beer”), a biomolecular archaeologist and the scientific director of the Biomolecular Archaeology Laboratory for Cuisine, Fermented Beverages, and Health at the University of Pennsylvania, and Merryn Dineley, an experimental archaeologist specializing in British prehistory, have come up with several interesting finds that shed light on how people brewed beer and other alcoholic beverages before the process was recorded through writing or imagery. As a matter of fact, it very well may be the desire to brew beer that led people to settle into communities and begin domesticating and growing grain.

As for what types of beer they brewed, evidence of a barley and emmer-wheat beer (sometimes also brewed with honey or ground acorns) was discovered by University of Barcelona researchers in the early 2000s. This highly herb-infused beer was stored in jars, which the researchers found in caves throughout Barcelona and in central Spain and determined to date back as far as 5000 BC. Some researchers have also theorized that long horseshoe-shaped troughs found throughout Ireland, known as fulacht fiadh (wild pits), could have been the floors of the earliest malt houses. It is suspected that they were filled with malted grains and water and then heated, to draw out the starches and sugars needed to ferment the resultant mash via hot stones, a primitive method that is still used today for Steinbier, or “stone beer.”9

Scholars have long theorized that the dawn of agriculture and the settling down of former hunter-gatherers into communities were precursors to the malting and fermentation of grains into beer. Researchers have been challenging this assumption, however. As Solomon H. Katz and Mary M. Voigt noted in Expedition magazine in 1986:

Our own explanation for the beginnings of cereal cultivation is consistent with the biocultural model for the evolution of cuisine. The key element in this explanation, the event that ‘primed the pump’ and led people to choose to invest energy in the collection and propagation of wild wheat and barley, was the discovery of new food processing techniques—the sprouting and fermentation of these grains.10

The proponents of this “fermentation-first” theory go on to note that it could very well be the altered state of awareness—with no noticeable toxic side effects—brought on by drinking the by-product of fermented grain, along with the “substantial improvement in nutritional value over unprocessed cereal grains,” that led people to begin domesticating cereal grains. They theorize that this decision came about due to the following factors: People got a high from drinking beer; they felt better nourished over time when partaking in fermented grains on a regular basis; and they found cereals to be a valuable resource due to the relative ease of harvest and transportation and the extended storage time.11

Likely, gruel preceded both bread and beer, as people would have first found that grains were more easily digested when coarsely ground and blended with water. When heated and left to cool, wild yeast would have caused the mixture to begin fermenting, which eventually resulted in the purposeful baking of leavened bread and the fermentation of excess liquid into beer. From there, the process was likely quickly fine-tuned. After all, what sounds more appetizing: an inert, dense, bland gruel, or fresh-baked bread and freshly brewed beer?

Fermentation happens, plain and simple. In every part of the world, it has always been one of the primary ways of preserving food and drink. Before we had refrigerators and pasteurization, it was pretty much impossible to fully stop fermentation. And when it comes to fermenting things with high sugar content, alcohol happens. Even cider, which we have in modern times taken to calling “hard” when it is turned into alcohol, was always at least somewhat alcoholic (depending on the stage of fermentation) in pre-industrialized cultures. So it goes without saying that any fruit or vegetables with high sugar or starch content that indigenous cultures would have had access to would have naturally been turned into booze with or without human intervention.

Indigenous cultures of North and South America have long-standing fermentation traditions, including types of beer. Some of the many drinks we know of are balché, mead made from tree bark and honey; paiwari, made from chewed cassava or from manihot esculenta, a woody shrub native to South America; pulque, fermented agave juice; and chicha, made from chewed corn. Corn, once it became domesticated enough to produce soft, chewable grains, was the grain for producing a wide range of fermented drinks throughout the Americas. Corn was made fermentable for chicha and other corn beers through mastication. Chewing grain kernels is, in a way, another form of malting. The saliva produced from chewing provides the needed enzymes for converting starches into fermentable sugars, while also breaking apart the hard outer kernel, allowing wild yeasts to have their way with the spat-out corn.12 The primary catalyst for this process is the diastase enzyme (ptyalin), which causes carbohydrates to break down into sugars.

When we chew starchy foods and swallow them, the gut finishes the job, with myriad microorganisms processing the starches and passing them along to our cells to fortify our bodies.13 While our ancestors were whiling away the hours in caves, trying various plants for edibility, they chewed all kinds of stuff, spitting out anything that didn’t break down enough to swallow. Among the many dried and preserved organic remains left behind in caves in the Americas from the Neolithic hunter- gatherers who occupied them thousands of years ago was maize (Zea mays)—a lot of it. Remains of almost the entirety of the plant have been found by archaeologists in these caves. As Dr. Patrick McGovern notes, “Many of the maize remains were congealed together, apparently as the result of assiduous chewing. Quids (chewed wads) of husks, leaves, or stalks were even separated from one another.… It turns out that sugar is found not only in the maize kernels. As the plant matures, a lusciously sweet sap flows up through the main stalk and is concentrated in the kernels over time. This liquid can be sucked out of the stem like a mother’s milk from her breast. To get even more sugar, you can follow up your sucking by chewing the stem and other parts of the plant. Thanks to the enzymes in our saliva, some of the tough carbohydrates will be converted to the sweet stuff in liquid form, ready to be fermented.”14 One can imagine that it didn’t take long for people to notice that the sugary liquids that resulted from all of this masticating fermented over just a couple of days, producing a fizzy, flavorful, and soul-lifting drink.

[image: ]

Traditional chicha should be enjoyed young, while still fermenting. It loses its luster quickly with aging and bottling. More modern brewing methods can be applied when brewing it for long-term consumption.

As with theories about making other types of grain-based beer, archaeologists think that early peoples began to settle in fixed communities in the Americas once they discovered how to ferment corn into beer- and wine-like beverages, after domesticating the wild grass teosinte. Through the research of archaeologists and ethnobotanists we know that early forms of domesticated corn propagated in the Americas around 8700 BC in what is now the Balsas River Valley in southeastern Mexico, with domestication really taking off around 1100 BC.15 Corn was such an integral part of ancient Central American cultures that it even played a large role in their creation myth. In the Popol Vuh, an ancient text that is an invaluable source of information on Mayan mythology and culture, man is created from yellow and white maize dough. There were also various maize gods in Mayan and Incan culture, of which statues were made that still survive today. One more recent example, from AD 715, is stylized with a large headdress in the shape of a corncob, with hair that appears to be made of corn silk. It appears to have been decapitated at some point, which makes sense, as the maize god, like the corn plant, was said to be decapitated at harvesttime and reborn in time for the growing season.16

Beer in Early Europe

Although wine was the preferred drink of ancient Greeks and Romans, at least among the elite, there is evidence that a type of beer was drunk by the less fortunate, laying the foundation for beer’s reputation as the drink of the working class. As the historian and Stoic philosopher Posidonius noted, “The liquor drank in the houses of the rich is wine brought from Italy.… But among the needier inhabitants a beer is drunk made from wheat, with honey added; the masses drink it plain.”17 It was also beer that eventually brought down the Roman Empire. Greek historian and teacher of rhetoric Dionysius of Halicarnassus referred to the drink of the Celts (who were the epitome of barbarism to the Romans) as “rotted barley water.”18 It was this rotted barley water that helped fortify the “barbarians” who attacked the walls of Rome in hordes. It’s worth noting that the Celts of the first century drank a brew that differed little from that of the original Neolithic inhabitants of the Orkney Islands, and likely contained psychoactive ingredients. No wonder they fought with such impunity!

But before the Fall of Rome, the Romans expanded their territory west to the British Isles, declining to venture north into the thick, dark forests of Bavaria after encountering a number of ferocious, beer-drinking Germanic tribes. By AD 96, upon conquering most of what became England and Wales, they imported much of their culture, including their wine. However, they also developed a taste for British ale, even commissioning the first officially named brewer in British history, Arrectus, to supply their garrisoned troops with liquid bread.

Although the Roman Empire still preferred wine as the drink of the sophisticated, and spread vineyards and wineries throughout Europe, beer began to take over large swaths of Europe along with the barbarians who drank it in vast quantities.19 Starting with the Vandals in the third and fourth centuries, who devastated Roman Gaul in AD 406, other Germanic tribes, including the Ostrogoths and the Visigoths, brought the Roman Empire to its knees. By AD 412 Rome began pulling its garrisons from Britain, leaving it wide open to conquest by its original inhabitants, the Picts and the Celts, who vied for control with the Angles and Saxons (hailing from Germany and Denmark).20

The Anglo-Saxons brought with them a new drinking culture, along with a designated place for drinking and socialization—the mead hall. Mead wasn’t the only beverage drunk in the mead hall, though; ale and wine were also imbibed, and sometimes all three together in a type of grog.21 The Anglo-Saxons shared similar drinking customs and even gods—with myths that venerated excess both in drink and in battle—with a group of people that resided in northern Scandinavia and would soon take Europe by storm: the Vikings.

We don’t know for sure what the ale drunk by the Vikings was like, but judging from archaeologists’ (including Patrick McGovern) analysis of residue on pottery shards and from ancient Scandinavian recipes passed down to modern times, it was likely a dark, malty, sweet and smoky beverage of around 6 to 8 percent ABV. It would have been flavored with various herbs, notably meadowsweet and yarrow, and sometimes berries such as lingonberry or cranberry. It may have also had a hint of spruce and an earthy, woody juniper flavor, as the brew would have likely been filtered with spruce or juniper branches. There would certainly have been many variations on this recipe, but most would have had at least some of these elements. As bottling hadn’t been perfected yet by Viking times, these ales would have been drunk young and sweet, and sometimes blended with older ales that had started to go sour.

Gruit and the Transition to Hopped Beer

By the 1500s the types of beerlike beverages consumed in Europe and Britain were vast and diverse, and they varied significantly in quality. Industrialization and the development of dynastic states with legal codices (and by extension the laws set forth by the church) brought beer from the home and mead hall to the inn, alehouse, and tavern. The commercialization of brewing brought with it what commercialization usually brings—the desire to produce as much as possible for the lowest cost possible. Because of this, competition was fierce. Rather than compete by producing the highest-quality beverage possible, many brewers cut corners and produced low-grade swill with questionable ingredients.

The one thing most brews had in common was high sugar content, as higher-alcohol brews took longer to spoil. Beyond that, all manner of edible (and some not-so-edible) ingredients were added. London in particular saw a massive growth in breweries starting around the 12th century. Because of its dense population, sewage was literally running through the streets, polluting the rivers and poisoning sources of drinking water. Until the underground sewage system was put into place after the Great Stink of 1858, fermented beverages were the drink of choice for man, woman, and child. A drink made from water that had been boiled and then preserved via fermentation into alcohol was much less likely to make one sick than what was essentially sewer water.
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Peasants Eating and Drinking in an Interior by Abraham Teniers (1629–70) is an idealized representation of an early alehouse. Courtesy of Christie’s, Wikimedia Commons.

This naturally led to a population that was constantly buzzed (the buzz of a healthy, lightly fermented, herb-laden drink of 1 to 2 percent alcohol), or just plain drunk, which caused no shortness of concern among the authorities. It also offered them an opportunity. If people couldn’t live without drink, then why not tax them? Governments presented this as being for the good of the people, of course. They were helping keep drunkenness under control while simultaneously raising money for infrastructure and services. The people of course saw this, one of history’s first sin taxes, as an attempt to take away their hard-earned money, and found
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