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To Jenene, for letting me fill our fridge, closets, and cupboards with endlessly replenished IPAs. I promise I’ll do the recycling this weekend.
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PREFACE

Never doubt the power of a dollar bill. In the late 1990s, my wobbly undergrad days at Ohio University, I patronized O’Hooley’s, a dark and smoky Irish brewpub that dispensed brown ales, pale ales, stouts, and other full-bodied crowd-pleasers. What made O’Hooley’s special was Power Hour: For sixty glorious minutes, every house draft cost one dollar. A buck! At first, I downed three or four an hour, alcohol my chief concern. But over time, I started discussing the beers with friends, asking questions, divining why they tasted different. Those conversations led to monk-brewed Belgian tripels, robust barley wines, rich doppelbocks, and the occasional India pale ale—all more flavorful and interesting than anything glugged out of a party keg.

What a difference sixteen years can make. O’Hooley’s has become the excellent Jackie O’s Pub & Brewery, home to the Mystic Mama and Hop Ryot rye IPAs. Power Hour endures, though inflation means that non-imperial beers will set you back a whopping two dollars. Since my days there, the beer landscape has become an all-you-can-drink buffet, glutted with bourbon-barreled imperial stouts, salty ’n’ sour German ales spritzed with blood oranges, and rustic saisons. But when people first approach that smorgasbord, glass in hand, they often reach for an IPA, the king of contemporary beer. It’s today’s introductory taste touchstone. Bitterness and citrus, pine trees and weedy dankness—those flavors and fragrances are easy to grasp, easy to love. A generation ago, brewing IPAs made brewers stand out. Now brewers make IPAs to fit in.

Nearly every brewer in America—more than 5,000 as I write, and climbing daily—and a growing number around the globe make some kind of IPA. The category is as elastic as it is overcrowded. Those three letters used to stand for bitterness and booze. Now IPA means flavor. It’s anything and everything, a fever dream filled with hops, kegged, canned, bottled, and served cold.
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As a journalist on the beer beat since the early Aughts, I spotted the uptick as IPAs grew brasher and more prevalent. Surely the wave would crest and crash, giving way to another, I thought. That’s how trends work. Yet the IPA craze didn’t move in a single surge; it became a rolling series of swells eroding the beachhead that beer equals fizzed-up yellow lager. To provide a concise snapshot of the pervasive, always changing style, I resolved to write Complete IPA. It’s about beer, of course, but it’s also about ingenious brewers transforming their raw materials into something distinct, memorable, and paradigm-shifting. That’s no easy shakes.

Writing a book about the hurtling beer world can prove difficult. Setting aside the ground rule of one beer per brewery that I forced myself to obey, parts of the text might date before the book ever touches a shelf. I tried to read tea leaves, but with IPAs the only certainty is flux. There’s likely some experimental hop, just taking root, filled with flavors we never dreamed possible, destined to upend the IPA game forever—and that’s what keeps me writing and drinking (not necessarily in that order). We’re living in an IPA world. Here’s how to drink it, down to the dollar.
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