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PROLOGUE

I’m 15 metres underground in cellars that were dug in the fourteenth century. This far below ground it’s freezing cold. The air is sweet with fermentation, woody with the aromas of old oak barrels and, thanks to a quirk in the old ventilation system that has a pipe next to a log-fired kiln, it also smells smoky. The walls around me are bright white, the wet floor is a deep red, and blue hose pipes connect to banks of cylindrical silver tanks. In the next cellar, men in overalls and thick sweaters lift wooden barrels to fill them with beer, their heavy exhalations hanging in the still, cold air. There must be a hundred or more of these barrels, all painted red around the rim with the word “Schlenkerla” branded onto them.

These cellars are dug deep into Stephensburg, a hill in the Franconian city of Bamberg, a few hours north of Munich. They’ve been used to store beer at a naturally low temperature for hundreds of years. Matthias Trum, the sixth-generation owner of Brauerei Heller, better known as Schlenkerla, opens a tap on the side of a 5,000-litre tank and pours me a glass of beer.

It’s deep brown and cloudy, and a thick cream-coloured foam rises from it. It’s smooth, robust, caramelized like charred dark fruits, and it’s really, really smoky. Smoky like glowing wood embers, like your jacket the morning after a bonfire, like sausages on a barbecue, like your beer has been set on fire. Not many beers taste like this.

After climbing a long and steep rock staircase, Matthias shows me why the beer is so smoky: they make their own malted barley and it’s heated directly by burning beechwood fires, with the malt sucking up the smoke. Hundreds of years ago, most malt was made this way, meaning most beer was smoky. Today malt is kilned with indirect heat and without fire and smoke. Schlenkerla maintains the traditional, old process.

Later I walk back down the hill on a snowy January afternoon to the brewery’s tavern in the middle of the town. With its black-and-white medieval front and dark-green window shutters, this has been a tavern since 1405, and by 1485 a barrel-making cooper lived there, meaning brewing probably also took place. The beer was brewed in the tavern and then transported in barrels up to the cellars in the hill where it was fermented and stored in the cold, sometimes for several months, before being taken back to the tavern to be drunk. In this part of Germany, long, cold storing was the normal way of making the everyday beers – and they made what we’d now call “lager” beers.

The German word for “to store” is lagern – and these beers were “lagered”. It’s believed the process of putting beer in cold cellars underground started somewhere around what’s now Franconia or towards the border of Bavaria and Bohemia to the east. Cold lagered beer was born in a cellar in this specific part of the world, where the cold temperature is just as important as the lagering – the natural refrigeration left a better-tasting and more consistent beer than one stored in ever-changing ambient conditions. The only place that was reliably cold year-round were underground cellars.

Schlenkerla has been using cellars dug into the hillsides for centuries, and their process of brewing in the tavern and then taking the beer up the hill continued in more or less the same way (certainly from after the 1670s, anyway) until the 1930s, when the brewhouse was moved to above the cellars, making the tavern just the place for eating and drinking.

Today the tavern feels like a place where time has stopped: it’s paused a few centuries ago, somewhere after midday and before midnight (it’s impossible to tell when you’re in here). It’s handsomely cathedral-like, cloistered with dark wood and white walls; the grey stone floors have been worn shiny; beechwood burns in the fireplaces; the bar has a copper surface with two wooden barrels on it, both tilted, and one has a burnished gold tap in its round belly. Those barrels had been filled in the brewery cellars and brought down here to be drunk.

I get a half-litre of their Rauchbier Märzen. Rauchbier means “smoke beer”, while Märzen has its origins as a beer brewed in March and then stored in cold cellars, emerging in September or October, transformed by its time underground. It’s very dark-brown-maroon in the glass, almost opaque. The smoke is intense: evocative and ethereal as an aroma, but challenging, unusual and unexpected in a beer. It’s full-bodied and smooth, not light and fizzy. It’s cool, not cold. It’s malty like toasted bread, fruity like roasted plums. It’s more filling than refreshing and it’s satiating in a savoury, wood-smoked, umami kind of way, which makes it more like a foodstuff than a quenching beer.

Say the word “beer” to most people and they picture a glass of sparkling, golden yellow liquid with a bright white foam on top. That’s your quintessential glass of modern lager, a drink that’s refreshingly simple, clean, balanced and usually served cold and fizzy. But this dark, smooth, nourishing Rauchbier is also a lager, and 500 years ago this is what all lagers might have been like.

This book is a search for the answers to several questions: what are the earliest origins of lager? Why and how did it go from smoky and dark to crisp and yellow? Why and how was pale lager able to become a drink that’s brewed and drunk everywhere in the world? Bamberg is an epicentre of lager, a city of old traditions and also modern brewing, and a place where we can see the trajectory of lager’s history in tight focus. It’s the perfect starting point for me to learn the story of this great drink.

By the end of my second glass of Schlenkerla’s Rauchbier the smoke seems to have spread from my glass and into the air around me. My senses have been filled with the wonderful aromas of wood smoke, and I’m wrapped in a cosy blanket of the tavern’s wood-fired warmth. I’ve gone from being challenged by the taste to craving more, but there are other beers I want to drink in Bamberg, a city with nine breweries.

I walk from the centre of the old part of Bamberg and head east. I love this town. It has cobbled old streets in a medieval layout, there’s a market square, the buildings have black-and-white facades and orange roofs, there’s a large cathedral and old monastery (where Bamberg’s first brewery was located as early as 1015 – it now houses the Franconian Brewery Museum). Seven hills lead in and out (it’s a Franconian Rome), two rivers converge, and above one of them sits the most picturesque sight in the city: the old town hall, a chocolate-box building hanging off a bridge and over the river.

Bamberg is surrounded by natural advantages for brewing. Barley grows all around this part of Germany, and today there are two major maltings in the town, taking that local barley and transforming it into different malts (two breweries – Schlenkerla and Spezial – also make their own). Hop fields are to the south, and bales of hops from the harvest used to be distributed regionally from Bamberg. If it’s not a field of barley or hops then it’s probably a forest, providing wood for brewing vessels, barrels and the fuel to run the brewhouses. In those seven hills, cellars were dug. There’s good, clean brewing water in Bamberg, while the rivers provided a distribution network. And nearby lakes froze in winter, giving ice to further cool the cellars.

Mahrs Bräu is my next stop. Since 1895 it’s been in the Michel family, and it’s been a brewery since 1670 where, like Schlenkerla, they had cellars dug into Stephensberg. The brewery and tavern are next to each other, and I can smell the brew as I push through a heavy door into a traditional taproom with dark wooden floors, wood-panelled walls with stags’ heads on them, and a wood fire.

There are three wooden barrels behind the bar. I take a beer called aU, a name shortened colloquially from “Ungespundet”.1

A chunky glass of a hazy amber lager with smooth white foam is placed in front of me. The man on the table next to me is served an aU at the same time. He lifts up his glass, looks at it intently, lovingly, admiring the glowing colour. He smiles, takes one gulp, then a second, sinking a third of his beer before smacking his lips and letting out a deeply satisfied and seemingly involuntary sigh of pleasure. My reaction is exactly the same.

This is another beer that’s not much like the lagers the world is familiar with. It’s robust in both malt and hop, toasty, a little sweet, smooth, medium-bodied and bitter. If the smoky Schlenkerla Rauchbier Märzen tastes something like lager 500 years ago, this amber aU represents the second evolution – the revolution of lager – from the middle of the 1800s, as lager started to get lighter in colour and lost its smokiness. It’s a wonderful beer, and it’s easy to see how drinkers might have moved from the heavier and more filling smoky dark lagers to this leaner and cleaner one.

Lagers then transformed again, and by the end of the nineteenth century were even lighter and brighter, influenced by the Pilsner beers of Pilsen in nearby Bohemia, now the Czech Republic. Mahrs brew a Pils, so to drink through lager’s chronological history, I order one of them.

It’s a brilliant golden colour with a thick cloud-like white foam. It’s elegantly fruity and floral with aromatic German hops. It’s gentle in carbonation, then dry and bitter. Anyone in the world could pick up this golden lager and understand it, even if it has a fuller flavour and aroma than most Pilsners.

This kind of simple, refreshing pale beer is what lager is to most people, and there’s an assumption that lager has always been this way, but those cold, fizzy, yellow beers are a modern taste. Even in the middle and later decades of the nineteenth century lager remained relatively dark and sweet; when lager was first brewed domestically in North America it would’ve been dark and sweet; when it was first brewed in Britain or Brazil or Japan it was dark and sweet. Those bright, light, golden brews were arguably pioneered not in its birthplaces of Bavaria or Bohemia but in cities like St Louis or Milwaukee or even Mexico City or Tokyo or Amsterdam: as it travelled, and time passed, beer changed.

For much of beer’s 10,000-year history it was seen as a kind of sustenance, an additional liquid supplement to a limited diet, and drunk more for nutritious value than to get you drunk (there was schnapps or cheap spirits for that). As food got lighter and more varied, and as people could afford a more diverse diet, we came to drink more for the pleasure of the liquid itself, and came to value something lighter. It’s like bread: the dense, dark loaves of the eighteenth century were heavy with calories, but when we could get those calories from elsewhere the bread got lighter. Heavy, darker beers transformed into golden, refreshing ones around the turn of the twentieth century.

Before lager was widely drunk, beer around the world was predominantly British-influenced ale, which was typically strong in flavour and alcohol content. As lager became popular, it changed what “beer” was to most drinkers. This leads us to defining what lager is.

LAGER VERSUS ALE

All beer is beer, whether it’s pale ale or stout or Pilsner or wheat beer or whatever else. Beer is the top of the family tree, which can be split into three, with many different beer styles branching out from each.

Lager is a whole family of styles, including Pilsner, pale Helles, dark Dunkel, smoky Rauchbier, dry Asian lagers. American lager is its own style (think Budweiser), as is the hoppy New Zealand Pilsner or the amber-coloured lagers of Mexico. There are dozens of types of lager, and what specifically makes them a lager is the particular species of yeast used to brew it. That yeast is known as saccharomyces pastorianus (or saccharomyces carlsbergenis, which is named after Carlsberg brewery, while pastorianus is named after Louis Pasteur – we’ll see why later). There are numerous strains of S. pastorianus, and in simple terms the yeast prefers to work in cold conditions and was once notable for being “bottom-fermenting” or “lower fermenting”, which makes more sense when we look at “top-fermenting” ale yeasts.

Ale is another family, and within that family tree are stouts (like Guinness). There are white ales, golden ales, IPAs, red ales, brown ales, wheat beers, most Belgian beers. Like lager, it’s a particular species of yeast, known as saccharomyces cerevisiae,2 which makes it an ale. There are many strains of S. cerevisiae, and the yeast prefers to work in ambient and warmer conditions and would rise as thick foam to the top of the fermentation vessel, giving it the classification of “top-fermenting”. Lager yeast wasn’t visibly active on the top of the vessel, hence being called “lower fermenting.”

The third family is more complicated, but we’ll call it “sour” or “wild”, because it includes beers that are often intentionally sour. These will be made with wild yeasts (a primary one is known as brettanomyces) and bacteria (the same kind of bacteria that makes yogurt tangy), often in a “mixed fermentation”: a variety of different yeasts in the same beer. If lager is bottom-fermenting and ale is top-fermenting then “wild” goes in all sorts of different directions, and has a kind of hard-to-control and -understand lawlessness.

Once upon a time all beer was “mixed fermentation”, meaning it was made with numerous strains of yeast and possibly bacteria. It was typically drunk young – a week or two after brewing – before sourness or unwanted funky flavours came through. It was only late in the nineteenth century that technology and science allowed for “pure” fermentation with a single strain of healthy yeast, giving a more useful distinction of lager and ale. For the purpose of this book we can mostly forget about wild beer.

At its simplest, three things define a lager: a specific kind of brewing yeast, cold temperatures and being long-stored or long-“lagered”.

Early Bavarian beers were brewed in similar ways to British ales: brewers mixed malt and water in a wooden vessel, drawing sweetness, colour and flavour from the grain, before moving the sweet “wort” into a copper pan and boiling it with bitter and aromatic hops. Then the bitter-sweet liquid moved into large, open-topped wooden tuns to ferment. This is where lager differed from ale because it fermented underground in the cold for a week or two (ale fermented quicker in warmer temperatures) and then it was transferred even deeper underground where it was even colder (0–4°C/32–39°F). It was there stored in large enclosed wooden lagering barrels, sometimes big enough to hold up to 5,000 litres in each. They were then cold-lagered and sometimes left for three to ten months. When the beer was ready it was poured into smaller wooden barrels to go to the tavern.

Long-storage wasn’t unique to Bavaria, and British brewers had huge wooden vats (bigger-than-your-house-huge, capable of holding millions of pints in each) in which they left their ale for many months before transferring it to smaller wooden barrels to serve from. Storing beer was important to allow the flavours to mature, softening the rough edges of its rudimental production. The important difference between the old British ales and the Bavarian lagers is that the Bavarians deliberately tried to keep their beer cold in the underground cellars.

Before beer production became commercial, most cellars were just underneath houses but, as brewing increased in scale, the cellars came to be built in hillsides or beneath large areas of open land. The natural temperature of these cellars or caves was 8°C (46°F), ideal for the special kind of yeast that had evolved in the region.

Yeast is temperamental when it comes to temperature, with ale yeast pre-ferring warmer conditions than the cold-loving lager yeasts. Historically, there was a mixed culture of yeast and bacteria in all beers and so when brewers started digging cellars, a Darwinian survival of the fittest took over: the yeast that liked being cold thrived, while the warm-loving yeasts and bacteria went into hibernation. (This is especially important in relation to the bacteria, as at low temperatures it was less likely to turn a beer sour – just as food stays fresher in a refrigerator compared to when it’s left out in the kitchen.) Nature was then nurtured by the brewers, who deliberately selected yeast from good barrels of beer to be re-used. Over time, the warm-loving yeasts were domesticated out of the beers of Bavaria.

The combination of special cold-loving, bottom-fermenting yeast and cold cellars became the standard way of fermenting beer in Bavaria – but only in and around Bavaria until well into the nineteenth century, with the rest of the beer-brewing countries making ale styles in ambient temperatures. Then lager production (at this time it was still mostly dark and sweet, but no longer smoky) moved through central Europe, where new kinds of lagers were made, like the particularly popular pale and bitter Pilsners. It’s from there that lager brewing and drinking began to dramatically increase. It was made in northern Europe, the US, South American, southeast Asia and Australia, and everywhere it went it came to replace old-style ales. By the end of the twentieth century something like 90 per cent of all beer was lager. Today lager is the world’s most global drink, brewed in virtually every country, and that simultaneously makes it the most local drink, with everywhere having its own lager.

THE WORLD’S LOCAL DRINK

We can effectively split lager’s lifespan into three distinct phases. Pre-industrialization (for lager that means before the 1830s), which was a few hundred years of localized, empirical and idiosyncratic production, often led by monks and kings, where the practice of storing it gave birth to cold-lagered beers. Then from the early 1830s to the late 1880s were six decades of industrial, technical and scientific developments led by private brewers who became incredibly wealthy industrialists, building palaces and empires of liquid gold, who set the direction for the future of consistent, quality-led, large-scale global lager brewing, which would progress into the twentieth century. The third phase came from the 1950s onwards. The world had changed, it had modernized, and beer’s development was now shaped more by what was happening in the home than the brewhouse, with suburbanization, supermarkets, car ownership, fridge-freezers, televisions and mass-marketing all changing consumer habits. Then as beer became global, the industry became marked by mergers, takeovers and consolidation, and the beer itself became increasingly less diverse, leaving the simple pale lagers that we are all familiar with.

Today’s lagers are not like they were 500 years ago. The need for efficiency, volume and speed has turned a process that took seven months into one of as little as seven days. It’s made dark beers light, flat beers fizzy, sweet beers dry, cloudy beers clear, and those developments allowed lager to become the most loved of drinks, and yet also one of the most misunderstood.

This is the story of how a beer brewed in a cold cellar somewhere in Bavaria became the world’s favourite drink.



 

1 It’s pronounced as if to say “I’d like a U” (that’s not “ay you”, it’s “ah oooh”). This is made more understandable when you see that the beer’s full name is sometimes written as Mahrs Bräu Kellerbier Ungespundet-Lager Hefetrüb. The Ungespundet part of the name means “unbunged” and comes from the time when wooden barrels would’ve been filled in the cold cellar and bunged shut to allow carbonation to build in the barrel; an unbunged beer would have had a gentler carbonation. aU is a classic kind of Kellerbier, or cellar beer, which is popular in this region and originated as a beer drawn directly from the cellars, where it was fresh and usually a little cloudy with yeast.

2 This is a family of many different yeast strains. Some can be used to make beer; others make bread, wine, sake and to produce industrial ethanol, which might be used in all sorts of things, ranging from hand sanitizer to rocket fuel. Saccharomyces translates as “sugar fungus”, with the name relating to yeast that consumes sugars and turns them into alcohol.
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