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To everyone in the beer industry forever proving that a single beverage contains endless complexities
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PREFACE

There was no mistaking me for a drinking-age adult. I was twenty and favored chunky plastic black glasses—I was channeling Elvis Costello—my hair as tall and spiky as wetland reeds. I also had a pierced tongue. It was a misguided style move that mainly led to chipped teeth, through which I lied at the drive-through booze barn.

Countless like it dotted my hometown of Dayton, Ohio. You drove in and ordered sugary sodas, candy, cigarettes, crunchy snacks, wine, and beer; every vice available from the comfort of your car. This particular drive-through was different due to a lax attitude toward checking IDs. This was the late ’90s, and transgressions more easily flew beneath the legal radar. There were no cameras tracking every move, no social media revealing all.

I pulled my hand-me-down Nissan Stanza, a tan and boxy minivan with sliding doors, into the drive-through with a mission to buy a dozen 40-ouncers of King Cobra malt liquor. My friends and I were on spring break from college and headed on a road trip to Texas, Colorado, and New Mexico, lands where surely no liquor existed.

“A case of King Cobra,” I ordered. I was trying to sound confident, as if this were a weekly routine. It’s Friday. Time to pick up the ol’ case of King Cobra! The clerk wordlessly walked to the refrigerated coolers and retrieved my order. I gave him the money, my hands shaking like tiny earthquakes. He passed me dollar bills, assorted coinage, and my malt liquor, two very different kinds of change.

In a made-up film version of my life, this moment might dispatch me down a narratively convenient path. “Surely,” I’d say, staring deeply into a half-empty bottle, disgust painting my face, “there must be a beer that doesn’t taste like liquid nails.” And then I’d depart on a lifelong pursuit of better-tasting beer, seeking IPAs and stouts in abandoned warehouses, dim garages, and the industrial hinterlands of cities decimated by postindustrial decline. Or maybe I’d protest malt liquor’s questionable advertising tactics, starting a crusade to spread the sordid tale about how breweries first peddled the strong beer to the aspirational white middle class as an upper-crust beverage (hello, Country Club!), later using hip-hop to court the urban and minority demographic.

Reality is rarely wrapped with a tidy bow. We bought King Cobra because my friends and I wanted to sit by campfires and catch a buzz and conversation, plain and simple. Taste sat a distant second to beer’s function as fun fuel burning bright in the dark night, with no worries of what we’d feel like in the morning.

In truth, my beer story would make for a great commercial advertising repetition. Night after night, adult me began paying attention to flavor and aroma, mentally categorizing the differences between sweetly muscular English barley wines and Germany’s elegantly fruity kölsch. No beer sensei guided me to a state of fermented enlightenment. I just drank lots and lots of beer and paid lots and lots of attention. I also asked questions of brewers, bartenders, sales reps, brewery owners, fellow drinkers—anyone and everyone with more beer smarts than me, which was anyone and everyone.

Two decades later, I still haven’t stopped drinking beer or inquiring why. It’s a journalist’s inquisitive duty. I call people and ask for opinions, advice, and distinct viewpoints, later distilled into stories that unfurl larger truths about light lagers or the latest trend in beer.

And there’s always another trend.

Always another reason to ask experts for assistance.

THE WISDOM OF THE BEER-DRINKING CROWDS

Notice I said experts, not expert. There’s never one person standing atop Mount Knowledge, doling out bits and pieces of beer brilliance. The brewing industry is an eight-hundred-armed octopus, tentacles working in concert to deliver great-tasting beer to your hand.

Some are easy to identify. Visibly, brewers are responsible for mixing grain with hot water and some appealingly smelly flowers, and then giving yeast a forever home. But let’s not forget about the rarely seen draft-line techs helping bars pour squeaky-clean pints, or the scientists sitting in labs ensuring that beer possesses the right kind of contagion and carbonation. What advice could they impart to drinkers trying to better navigate the increasingly confusing world of beer?
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El Bait Shop, in Des Moines, Iowa, has 262 taps of draft beer.
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TOP FIVE BEERS CONSUMED WHILE WRITING DRINK BETTER BEER
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I wrote this book in the icy guts of yet another Brooklyn winter, in yet another new apartment, a red hooded sweatshirt pulled over my head. These are the beers I kept close at hand:

Bell’s Brewery Two Hearted Ale: It warms my midwestern heart that this grapefruit-popped IPA is now a staple at New York City bodegas.

Jack’s Abby Post Shift Pilsner: I’m terrible at writing while drunk. This crisp everyday pilsner provided maximum refreshment and minimal inebriation.

Lagunitas Brewing 12th of Never: Who knew? I’m a sucker for a tropical, wheat-smoothed beer sold in 19.2-ounce cans. At 5.5 percent ABV, it’s easy to have a couple.

Sierra Nevada Celebration: The winter-friendly IPA still tastes like a piney revelation nearly forty years after its introduction.

Suarez Family Brewery Palatine Pils: Clean, graceful, and always surprising, this is a beer that, like a close ally, you want close by for your life’s lasting days.



My second book, Complete Beer Course, came out in 2013. Some three thousand breweries operated in America around then, and my goal was to orient beer on a living historical continuum. Here’s how the past colors our present, styles and approaches coming in and out of fashion as easily as acid-washed jeans and combat boots. Drink a selection of time-honored Belgian, German, and English ales and lagers, complement that with modern IPAs and imperial stouts, and—cue the flashing lights—you’d earn a solid educational foundation.

That seems like sixty-five million years ago, an era when dinosaurs and flagship beers ruled the earth.

The country’s brewery count has more than doubled and is inching toward a number I don’t dare write. It’ll fast be as obsolete as the trails leading drinkers deep into the beer world. Belgian monks’ rich dubbels and strong and fruity tripels now occupy side roads. IPAs clog the interstates of introduction, on-ramps occupied by hazy beers as soft and fruity as pillows made of ripe peaches. New beers debut so swiftly that police officers could clock releases with a speed gun. Sugary pastry stouts now evoke cookies, cake, and candy bars, syrupy extravagances that could very well cause hangovers and cavities.

Beer now is like those college friends who spent a semester abroad and returned home with new quirks, clothes, and opinions. They’re the same people, sure, but they’ve changed. I write about beer professionally and I’m confused. Maybe you are too. To explain our fast-evolving beer ecosystem, I decided to tap the brains of some of beer’s most brilliant thinkers across the industry’s full spectrum: brewers, sensory experts, label designers, beer buyers, Master Cicerones, bottle-shop owners, chefs, food-pairing savants, and international judges—more than one hundred people in total, their wisdom collected, digested, and shaped into Drink Better Beer.
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Adding beer to barrels for aging.

Throughout the project, I learned that I have so much more to learn about beer. I discovered the telltale clues that bars and shops care about beer quality, as well as how Michelin-starred brewpubs are deftly updating beer and food pairings. I traveled to Allagash Brewing to sit through the company’s rigorous sensory panels, and learned that creating consistent beer is a choreographed team effort. A professor schooled me with scientific discoveries that IPAs can, in fact, contain too many hops, while another academic offered a fresh outlook on beer appreciation by removing eyesight from appraisals. I asked beer writers and brewery owners to reveal their essential beer destinations, while others shared their brewed awakenings—the moments when beer flips from bubbly drunk water into a sophisticated beverage that delivers pleasures and demands deep analysis, the catalyst for boundless investigation and creation, beer as both muse and career.

We’re not holding back any secrets. Here’s how to drink better beer.
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