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Foreword

I learned at an early age that beer and hard labor go together.

Growing up in the coastal city of San Diego, I never lived on a farm. Still I learned early about labor as my father put me to work in his print shop as soon as I could push a broom. But no matter how tedious, such exertions paled in comparison to the inevitable demands of yard work.

On weekends, we Arthur children were bound into suburban slavery on our corner lot with large front and back yards. The house had previously been owned by a gardener and was landscaped in every conceivable way. While I endured many days of backbreaking labor, my earliest memories of toil had me chasing around an old-school, rear-discharge lawnmower.

Through the years of blood, sweat, and tears in that yard, I remember three constants: a lawn mower that rarely ran well, the sweet smell of freshly mown grass, and a swig of my dad’s lager at the end of the day. Even now, my mouth waters at the thought of each sip stolen from his cold, crisp beer. Even then, those tiny bubbles offered momentary emancipation from that most American of labors: the drudgery of the suburban lawn.

Of course I have never worked as a saisonnier in the fields of Wallonia where backbreaking labor was the norm. I reckon I wouldn’t have fared all that well. Like most modern kids, most of my days were filled with a different sort of labor. Adults call it schoolwork.

Despite extensive studies, American high schoolers rarely consider the history of Belgium. Although I scored well in geography class, I can’t recall being asked to point out Wallonia on a map. Our books and teachers enlightened us only slightly about the World Wars and the role the Belgian people played. Instead of European geography, I learned important things like the capital of South Dakota and the most likely places to mine for coal.

Now, as a brewer with a keen interest in Belgian beers, I am more aware of the country’s beer producing regions. I can even find Wallonia on a map. More importantly, I can tell you about the beers made there, even though they are only a minor component of the local economy.

As a brewer, my geographic boundaries broaden with each new beer I sip. Over the last five years, I have been road tripping through Wallonia and northern France one bottle at a time. The rustic producers in this region have become some of my favorite beers including the peppery saisons of Brasserie Dupont and the seasonal anomalies of Brasserie Fantome. I also have grown to love the musty cellar qualities of bières de garde. Of the beers that I regularly consume, I find these to be rewardingly flavorful while at the same time refreshingly straightforward.

I believe these styles to be among the most versatile of beers, offering a wide range of flavors from one producer to the next. They make deft companions for fish and salads but can also be cellared for many months, held back until they develop their delightful yet understated complexities.

Much has been written about these beers of late and brewers everywhere seek to recreate and explore both traditional and modern farmhouse brews. Students of this realm understand them as the beers of an agrarian society. As such, their character has been shaped less by the fickleness of consumer tastes and more by farm operations and the need to nourish a staff of laborers. Because these beers belong to a “family” of products with, in my opinion, no stylistic absolutes, few sources of authoritative information can be found. This fact hampers both our understanding of these beers and our ability to research them effectively.

This problem faced Phil Markowski head-on when he tackled this project. As brewers, we conduct research on beers and this can be an arduous and difficult task with each frothy pint rearing its head. I know from conversations with Phil just how complicated undertaking a book like this can be. I applaud his fastidious determination and resolve to add to the brewing canon. A resource like this comes along when information is scarce and an author is inspired to put forth effort and a commitment to due diligence.

Yvan De Baets’ saison essay makes a worthy addition to the text, extending our view of the style. Through his perspective, we can reconsider the saison we know and love today with the saison of a more rustic time. We may also be persuaded that these beers share primitive roots with the likes of lambic and Berliner Weisse through their microbial predispositions. I love the thought-provoking nature of this chapter and the historical tapestry it provides for the foundations of modern farmhouse brewing.

I used to think that I knew a lot about these beers. But through this text, Phil Markowski showed me that there is yet more to learn. The chapters on bière de garde and saison will enable brewers and enthusiasts a rare glimpse into the production of these beers without ever having to worry about stepping in piles of merde. Upon opening these pages, you will instantly be transferred to Flanders and asked to pick up an axe to help till the field. As you slog across the mud you’ll enjoy the rich smells of Mother Nature at your back, while privately wondering if it’s worth the effort. Then they will hand you one of the most fantastic beers you have ever tasted—and it will be worth every drop of blood, sweat, and tears, if not more.

I’m thankful this book has finally been written. It is way overdue. I am confident I am not alone in this assessment. I offer my heartfelt thanks to Phil for completing this book. As an enthusiast, consumer, and producer of these beers, I am indebted to him for his research enabling us all to possess a more lucid understanding of these beers that I know and love.

Tomme Arthur

Head Brewer

Pizza Port Solana Beach, California

July 17, 2004
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Introduction

The term “farmhouse ales” conjures up romantic images of simple country beers brewed on self-sufficient farms as a matter of necessity. Although somewhat vague and subjective, the term generally denotes two basic style groups: Wallonian saison and French bière de garde. No doubt, these two style groups today differ greatly from the farmhouse ales of centuries past. Modern versions are the result of years of interpretation, refinement, and reinvention of the simple, rustic ales brewed on farms in the wide area once known as the Kingdom of Flanders. Today the Flanders region encompasses the northern half of Belgium. However, the legacy of the Flemish brewing heritage transcends the borders of contemporary France, Belgium, and the Netherlands.

For Flemish farmer-brewers, these rustic ales served the simple needs of personal pleasure and basic survival. The fact that they were brewed for consumption on the farm and not as commercial products only adds to their obscurity and makes us all the more fortunate to have their descendents today.

In the rush to embrace new high-tech lager beers, products of a budding industrial age, many varieties of farmhouse ale went by the wayside. Ales with now obscure names like Peetermann, Uytzet, and Zottegem simply faded away. While we may lament what was lost, we should celebrate and appreciate what has been saved. By the dedication of a few small brewers who stubbornly preserved these traditional ales we have the two main branches of this farmhouse family. Saison is the more charismatic of the two, outgoing and quick to get your attention. Bière de garde is the quiet cousin—it takes time to get to know and appreciate its charms.

While I don’t need to state that the Belgians have a strong, deep love of beer and brewing, the French could use a little airtime. The French have a little-known tradition of beer appreciation. While they don’t begin to rival the Belgians in the sheer range of flavors and styles, they have a rich beer culture, particularly in the northern regions of Nord, Pas-de-Calais, and Alsace. Not long ago, hundreds of small independent breweries existed across the country. As industrialization drew large numbers of people from rural to urban areas, many small breweries closed. Consolidation squeezed out the smaller brewer, resulting in a few large breweries controlling the national market. The French market was slowly and deliberately ground down into industrialized blandness—and then came a revolution in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

This story should sound familiar to students of American brewing as it closely parallels recent U.S. beer market history. While the French beer renaissance has not had as profound an impact as that of the United States, the French specialty beer scene continues to grow in the subtle, sophisticated way the country has been known to display. There is a greater appreciation of specialty beer in a land celebrated for its many other gastronomic treasures.
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Modern Western Europe

Belgium and Northern France host modern-day farmhouse breweries.



Being an American writing a book on Belgian and French beer styles brings out certain feelings of insecurity. “I’m a foreigner, what gives me the right?” Helping to fuel this insecurity is the reaction from some French and Belgian brewers when I mention that I particularly admire and like to brew their native beer styles—a polite “Oh, that’s nice, good for you.” California winemakers must have gotten a similar reaction from the French in the early 1970s when they announced that they were intent on making world-class Bordeaux-style wines. Americans probably reacted the same way when they heard that the Japanese and Cubans had taken up the game of baseball. Sometimes the enthusiasm of an outsider carries a passion to explore and understand things that a native might take for granted. Not a wine, a game, nor a beer style is the exclusive domain of its country of origin; in today’s small world these things belong to us all.

With that said I deferred to my friend Yvan De Baets to write a guest chapter on the history of saison. Yvan is a Brussels native and one of the most knowledgeable and passionate defenders of traditional Belgian ales in the world. His diligence, studious research, and rapport with active and retired brewers of the saison style result in what I think is the most comprehensive essay ever written on this enigmatic style.

This book’s core objective is to better define two styles of ale that are too often misunderstood. The many interpretations of these styles do not neatly fit into predefined style categories. As a result, many observers brush them off as insignificant or unimportant. But artisans, not industrial giants, brew these beers. Those who revere these farmhouse ales find great appeal in their sometimes wild, often unpredictable nature.

I hope to increase understanding of farmhouse ales by presenting the available historical information and by demonstrating how these old versions have come to be interpreted by their benefactors, namely French and Belgian brewers. Since we can’t travel back in time, these modern versions are what we have available to reference, taste, and ultimately, I hope, inspire us to brew our own interpretations.

Two large sections on saison and bière de garde comprise the majority of this book. In each I include both anecdotal and technical information on how today’s French and Belgian brewers approach their craft. I also include specific insights into current commercial versions of saison and bière de garde, most of which was unselfishly provided by modern brewers. In addition, I provide guidelines for formulating recipes for a variety of farmhouse ales, distilled from nearly two decades of my own attempts to replicate these challenging brews using information gleaned from conversations with brewers of bière de garde and saison. I could not resist throwing in some philosophical opinions and advice, my own “been there, done that” experience. Through all of this I hope to encourage brewers to think (and brew) in a way that I believe will help them create more authentic farmhouse ales.

Finally, at the end of each section is a chapter with published recipes for producing various farmhouse ales. These are not my commercial recipes for saison, bière de garde, bière de Mars, or bière de Noel, nor do I intend for them to be yours. Rather they offer a reference, a foundation for brewers of all scales and sizes. If followed to the letter they will produce credible versions of farmhouse ale, but I feel you will find it more rewarding to take this information and make your own version. Nothing would make me happier than if a fellow brewer read through this text, gathered whatever information was most meaningful to him, and created his own version of farmhouse ale. That is the ultimate goal of this book. Your own explorations will only contribute to the spread of understanding, enjoyment, and interpretation of French bière de garde and Belgian saison.

Brewing Outside the Box

In order to brew authentic farmhouse ale, it may become necessary to depart from some deeply ingrained practices. Our earliest brewing experiences mold our brewing approach. We cautiously learn the basics, and when we see that those techniques work, we tend to be cautious, dogmatic, and even superstitious about straying from them. This can lead to an attitude that one approach is right and others are wrong. If we don’t make the effort to experiment with a variety of brewing methods, we can get boxed in by habit and inflexibility.

To accurately reproduce farmhouse styles requires an expanded view of making beer, or “brewing outside the box.” Brewing is both a science and an art, and in any art form there are an infinite number of ways to perform a given task. French and Belgian farmhouse brewing evolved as a “third way” apart from German and English brewing, the sources of so much of our brewing philosophy. Being a successful brewer of farmhouse ales requires us to look at our brewing methods in a new light and adapt our practices to best suit the beer. It will be a worthwhile endeavor.

British brewing has shaped the outlook of many small-scale American brewers—a fact evidenced by the widespread preference for the British “specific gravity” scale (while the rest of the brewing world prefers the Plato scale). In the early days of homebrewing in North America information was scarce; most of it came from British homebrewing books. The common language and the fact that homebrewing was a well-established hobby in the UK makes this connection perfectly natural.

But those beholden to this British connection may find uneasy departures when brewing farmhouse ales. British-style ales are quick and straightforward to brew. By contrast, farmhouse ales (particularly saison) may challenge one’s notions of fermentation temperature limits, typically well above the 68 to 70° F that many observe. Furthermore, the time required to process a brew from start to finish can be considerably longer with farmhouse ales.

German lager brewing philosophy dominates the industrial brewing establishment in North America and much of the world. The German emphasis on the scientific aspects of brewing is key to producing consistent quality beer. The Reinheitsgebot purity law, albeit limiting, helps foster an invaluable mindset of honesty and integrity in the brewing craft. Brewers devoted to German techniques may experience culture shock in switching to Belgian-style brewing. The use of adjuncts such as sucrose, corn, or honey common to Belgian and French brewing is a violation of Reinheitsgebot doctrine. Additionally, those who strive to maintain the single strain purity of their pitching yeast may have difficulty accepting the use of multi-strain yeast or bacteria cultures traditional for some farmhouse styles.

Brewing authentic farmhouse ales requires an open mind and a bit of daring to push aside ingrained brewing habits. Trust me, the results will be worth the worry.

This book is the result of nearly twenty years of enthusiasm for farmhouse ales, beginning with my first taste of saison on my maiden trip to Belgium in 1986 followed shortly thereafter by an attempt to produce my own authentic version. Then I discovered bière de garde in its varied interpretations and began brewing my own take on that style. In writing this book, I am honored by the opportunity to pass along things I have learned from years of research, travel, imagination, and plenty of old-fashioned trial-and-error. The information in this book is the
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