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For Violet. One day we’ll share a few of these beers together.
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Introduction: 
Seeing Beyond the Light (Beer)

During my wasted youth, I was the classic quantity-over-
quality drinker, pooling together my nickels, dimes, pennies, and quarters to purchase beers whose chief selling points were that they were cheap and cold. Or at least lukewarm. I was far from picky.

Come drinking time in college, an arbitrary hour that began at 1 p.m., 7 p.m., or even 11 a.m., I would crack cans of Busch Light, Natural Light, and Schlitz. I do not recall relishing drinking these low-cost lagers or the occasional 40-ouncer of malt liquor. To me, beer was beer. It was a watery means to, more often than not, a hangover-filled end.

As college relented to reluctant adulthood and later responsible parenthood, I gradually saw the light. More specifically, I saw that there was more to beer than Coors Light. Instead of buying one-buck cans of fizzy lager, I forked over a few extra quarters and bucks to sample pitch-black stouts, bitter India pale ales, and barley wines as warming as a roaring fireplace. Each new beer was a revelation, leading to a realization: if the beer family resided in a sprawling mansion, annexes added, excised, and renovated over the decades and centuries, I’d been confining myself to one cramped basement corner. It was like that classic dream where you discover that your familiar home contains unfamiliar doors, each one leading to a never-before-seen room.

It was time to start exploring beer’s nooks and crannies. I grew obsessed, spending my eves bending elbows at better-beer bars. My days were devoted to perusing bottle shops with the same fervor I once did record stores, as well as interviewing passionate brewers, forward-thinking bar owners, and restaurateurs who believed that great food deserves equally great beer. Through my exhaustive hands-on—and stomach-first—investigations, I was consumed by one crucial question: What makes each beer delicious and different?

Fall for Flavor

More than ever, that’s a tough query to answer concisely. Over the last five decades, American brewing has changed more drastically than at any time since Prohibition. In 1980, there were fewer than 50 breweries in the United States, with most making the same crisp everyman beer advertised during Sunday football. As of 2023, there are more than 9,000 American-based breweries with hundreds, if not thousands, more percolating in the pipeline. From locally rooted brewpubs and neighborhood taprooms to national powerhouses such as Colorado’s New Belgium, Michigan’s Bell’s, and Maine’s Allagash, American craft brewing is in full bloom. In 2012, Merriam-Webster even added craft beer to its dictionary. The definition: “a specialty beer produced in limited quantities.”

With the chain of tradition severed by Prohibition, American brewers enjoy free creative rein to reinvent the very notion of beer, and this has inspired a global brewing revolution bubbling up on almost every continent. (Even in the second edition, Antarctica still lacks a brewpub.) The IPA is a crowd-pleasing colossus, the hop-saturated style spawning 
frequent spinoffs that might be juicy, bitter, or fruitier than a smoothie. Alcohol percentages have climbed above 10 percent, on par with wine, and those strong beers are now as welcome as Rieslings and Cabernet Sauvignons at the dinner table. Low-alcohol beers now boast big flavor. Wild yeasts and souring bacteria can create rustic beers as tartly refreshing as lemonade. And brewers age their creations in wooden casks that once contained bourbon, mezcal, Chardonnay, or rum.
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Beer inhabits a near limitless range of color, flavor, and aroma. There’s a beer for everyone.



Choices, Choices, Choices

It’s the best time in history to be a beer drinker. It’s also the most confusing time. Stroll into any beer bar or store and you’re forced to sift through a dizzying array of dozens, if not hundreds, of distinct brands of beer. A marketplace of overwhelming choice can lead to paralysis and settling for the same old, same old. Repetition can be comforting; that’s why I’ve bought the same pair of jeans at Uniqlo for more than a decade.

Do not make the same mistake with craft beer, where curiosity rewards the intrepid imbiber. In The Complete Beer Course, I aim to demystify ales, lagers, and every ferment in between, elementally breaking down the grains, yeast, hops, and techniques that cause beer’s flavor to splinter into thousands of distinctively delicious directions. After outfitting you with the tools to taste, smell, and evaluate brews, the book will lead you on a flavorful trek through the most critical styles of beer. Structured around a series of easy-to-follow classes, you’ll hop from lagers and pilsners to smooth wheat beers, Belgian-style abbey and monk-made Trappist ales, aromatic pale ales and every kind of IPA, roasty imperial and dessert-worthy pastry stouts, barrel-aged wild ales, and sour ales packed with enough fruit to make a smoothie. Through a sequence of suggested targeted tastings, you’ll learn which flavors are appropriate and which ones signify that you should dump those beers down a drain.
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Alvarado Street Brewery in Monterey, California, excels at producing IPAs.



Not every beer is worthy of residence in your stomach. We all possess a limited number of liver tokens to cash in on a weekly basis, and just because someone brewed a beer doesn’t mean you should drink every drop. Decades of drinking and sampling have given me the confidence to pass on certain beers and seek out others to stock my fridge. The key is arming yourself with the necessary knowledge. That means learning the ropes, loosening your lips, and trying one beer after another, and another.

Hardly There

Or maybe you’d like a hard seltzer, hard tea, hard coffee, or another hard beverage that’s easy to drink. Breweries used to make beer, full stop. Now it’s normal for a brewery to spin sugar into hard seltzer, make root beer, crush grapes for wine, ferment boozy kombucha, distill spirits such as gin and whiskey, add CBD to sparkling water, and top off nonalcoholic beer with THC, which is the psychoactive compound found in cannabis. Care to open a can on this high-flying Friday night?

Breweries are becoming beverage companies, plain and simple, flinging bows as they try to target our collectively chaotic palate and varied suite of needs and wants. Few people are content to start and end a night out with identical liquids. Maybe it’s a kölsch followed by a canned old-fashioned cocktail, chased by a double IPA and finally a few 100-calorie hard seltzers. It behooves breweries to make every beverage to the best of their abilities, especially so they can fill glasses in their own brewpubs and taprooms—the biggest shift in beer consumption.

Till the early 2010s, I visited breweries to grab growlers of fresh beer for drinking elsewhere, or I just scored a six-pack of bottles—yes, bottles—at my local liquor store or beer shop. I drank innovative IPAs and stouts at well-curated beer bars, where bartenders served as gatekeepers and guides to new-
fashioned worlds of flavor. I attended multicourse dinners at restaurants, each appetizer, entrée, and dessert paired to a different beer. Beer festivals filled my social calendar, and I loved sampling scores of beers on a sunny Saturday afternoon, considering it an education by the couple-ounce pour.

Breweries were factories focused on beer production, not halls of assembly. That started changing in the mid-2010s as newly written laws allowed breweries to open and operate taprooms, serving their own fresh beer to locals and tourists alike. They took off, so breweries began opening second taproom locations, then others selling freshly canned four-packs to go. Doing so became a pathway to profitability. No longer did start-up breweries need to fight tooth and claw for placement on tap at local bars or on shelves at grocery stores. Breweries could make high-margin sales by brewing and selling pints to customers packing taprooms that became communal gathering places, the American analogue to the British pub.

From hop varieties and yeast strains to where and what we’re drinking, the brewing industry is nearly unrecognizable since this book’s first edition in 2013. Craft brewing’s liquid insurgence brought better beer to the mainstream, leading to beer conglomerates such as Anheuser-Busch InBev buying breweries, including Goose Island, Blue Point, Breckenridge, and more, muddying the waters of independence and corporate ownership. Big breweries could make bold beers too!

Going Viral

Then along came Covid-19. Bars, restaurants, and brewery taprooms closed. Event producers canceled beer festivals far and wide. Breweries began delivering beer to customers’ doorsteps, bringing bright cheer during dark times. Revising a beer book in locked-down, upside-down New York City proved impossible, sirens filling the air in that scary and uncertain spring of 2020. I hit pause and rethought the purpose of an updated edition. It seemed pointless to tout festivals or beer bars, and encouraging pilgrimages to festivals or beer-driven restaurants seemed like a dated instructional approach. In 2013, good beer was hard to find. Now, convenience stores and gas stations are stocked with IPAs. Better beer is more accessible than ever.
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Brewers at KettleHouse Brewing in Missoula, Montana, prepare to knockout wort into a fermenter and pitch yeast.



I downplayed destinations and decided to give greater play to the people responsible for putting beer in your palm. Head brewers might get heaps of headlines, but they’re just one cog in a connected ecosystem of salespeople, taproom managers, packaging line operators, sensory scientists, illustrators, and other essential professionals. The brewing industry encompasses a wealth of occupations that are giving rise to a diverse new era of beer.

Additionally, I updated the profiles of breweries nailing timeless styles and pushing beer ever forward, creativity matched by consistent quality. Above all, their stories serve as a reminder that beer is people. Behind every great beer is a brewer’s brain spark, a novel approach to manipulating microbes and raw materials into a memorable liquid that maybe, just maybe, makes your day a bit brighter.

That’s enough from me. I'll bet you’re getting pretty thirsty. It’s time to take The Complete Beer Course. Crack the next page. And a beer as well.
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