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CHAPTER ONE

Beer and Good Ale
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At all feasts where ale was strongest
Sat the merry monarch longest,
First to come and last to go.

Henry Longfellow, 'THE MUSICIAN'S TALE', 1867

Let the Brewing Begin
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In 2008, Suffolk Gypsy Gordon Boswell
commissioned a beer – Romany
Bitter – to celebrate his people and
their culture. Five thousand years
earlier, somewhere in the Middle
East, a Sumerian, working with
fermented liquid taken from cakes
of coarse-ground flour and sweetened
with dates and honey, brewed up his
first celebratory kash ale. Clearly, we
have been celebrating real ale for a long time.

In what is now modern Iraq and Syria, the farmers learned to
cut their crops and brew their beer – brewing and farming were
always close sisters. However, although their scribes were the
first to record the brewer's craft for posterity, these were not the
world's first brewers. From Africa to Argentina, from Mexico
to Murmansk, people have brewed and supped ceremonial ales
to mark special events: births, wakes, summer solstices and
harvests home.

Basic ale or beer (beer, from the Latin bibere, to drink) brought
water, processed grain and wild yeasts together into beery
beverages that ranged from the poet John Milton's favourite
'spicy nut-brown ale' to Thomas Hardy's fictional Dorchester
ale: 'full in body yet brisk as a volcano; piquant, yet without a
twang'. It really does take a poet to describe a good ale.

In the 1920s archaeologists in Egypt found a 4,500-year-old
figure of a woman. Any Eastern European ale aficionado would
have recognized what she was doing: kneading liquid from bread,
placed in a basket over a clay vessel. The liquor would have
flowed into the vessel where, over the next two or three days, it
would brew up into a silky, brown beer. The farmhouse brewers
of Russia still enjoy a tipple of their bread beer, kvass.

The civilizing Sumerians who farmed the fertile land between
the Tigris and Euphrates before the Egyptians, poshed up the
process, eventually using malted grains (sprouted and sundried
emmer wheat and barley) to create the champagne of
Sumerian life.

Although our Egyptian figurine clearly preferred her traditional
bread beer recipe, the Babylonians and Egyptians followed suit
with their malted ales, even building industrial-style breweries
under the blessing of Hathor, the deity who they believed took a
benevolent interest in their labours.

Then came the rise of the Mediterranean civilizations whose
writers noted how 'the Egyptians drink a wine which they get
from barley' (that was Herodotus) while the tribes of Western
Europe created 'an intoxicating drink from corn steeped in
water', as Pliny the Elder observed. When his fellow Romans
invaded these territories, they brought their own brews and
brewers, thank you very much, with them.

Ale, however, had long been a staple part of the British diet when
the Romans beached their boats on terra Britannia. Vindolanda
in Northumberland was one of the most remote reaches of the
Roman Empire. As they sought to quell the troublesome Picts,
beer played its part in boosting morale. Spidery Roman writing,
preserved on slivers of wood in the dried-up silt of the garrison's
foundations, reveal that Atrectus the brewer sold the barracks
twelve gallons of cervisia, and bracis (emmer wheat or malt) for
the garrison's own brew.

When the Romans departed, northern tribes from the Angles to
the Vikings (their Valhalla reputedly revolved around the serious
consumption of good ale) moved in, bringing with them their
own special brews. It was the Anglo-Saxons' ealu – originally the
malted alcoholic brew seasoned and preserved with herbs and
spices – which gave us our ale.

It is still celebrated in the word 'bridal', or 'bride ale', the special
brew of the wedding feast, and the traditional church ale, the
sale of which once funded a new roof or a fresh peal of bells for
the parish church.

TALES FROM THE TAP ROOM:

SINGING WITH JOY

The Epic of Gilgamesh, inscribed on tablets around 4,000
years ago, describes Enkidu's first taste of ale:

'Shamhat . . . brought him to the hut of the shepherds.
They placed food in front of him. They placed beer in front
of him. Enkidu knew nothing about eating bread for food:
and of drinking beer he had not been taught. The harlot
spoke to Enkidu, saying:

"Eat the food, Enkidu, it is the way one lives.
Drink the beer, as is the custom of the land."

Enkidu ate the food until he was sated. He drank the beer
– seven jugs – and became expansive and sang with joy.
He was elated and his face glowed. He splashed his shaggy
body with water, and rubbed himself with oil. And turned
into a human.'

Beer Bread

Makes 1 loaf
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225 G / 8 OZ STRONG WHOLEMEAL FLOUR

45 G / 1 ½ OZ BUTTER

1 TSP SALT

1 TSP SUGAR

225 G / 8 OZ CHEDDAR, COARSELY
GRATED

1 SACHET (6 G / ¼ OZ) DRIED YEAST

150 ML / ¼ PINT ALE, WARMED

Rub butter into flour. Add all the other
ingredients and make a dough with the
beer. Knead for 10 minutes. Place dough
on a greased baking sheet and leave in a warm place to prove
until doubled in size. Bake at 180°C/350°F/Gas Mark 4 for
approximately 40 minutes until risen and golden.

BEER OR ALE?

Once upon a time beer had added hops, ale had none.
Today the words are interchangeable.

Ales Ancient and Modern

In the emerging Middle Ages religious orders provided
everything from hospitals to medieval flop houses. While the
ale wife catered for the domestic market, busily brewing thin
ales for the master's table, the multinational monasteries
concentrated on reorganizing the brewing industry. Recipes for
best, second-best and visitor-only brews (prima melior; secunda;
tertia) were mastered and noted down on parchment; ale barrels
were inscribed with the appropriate number of crosses to denote
strength and quality (could this be the origins of the Triple
XXX?); and the monks settled in the parlour (from the French
parler, to talk), the forerunner of the lounge bar, to debate the
merits of their fellow brothers' latest brew.

It was just as well. The link between latrines and well water was
still misunderstood and beer, where the water was boiled, was a
safer drink than water.

By the twelfth century the monks, or a brewer they knew very
well, had instigated the Great Hop Breakthrough. Hops preserve
beer (they flavour it too) and around 1150 the Rhine maiden
Abbess Hildegard of Bingen noted that if hops were not to be
employed in the brew, the brewer should add a pile of ash leaves.
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  However, even 'hopping' the ale did not prevent that perennial
problem of 'off' beer. When fermentation fell away, especially
in summer, a barrel of sweet,
  nutty ale could suddenly sour into
  a brew barely fit for pig swill. It
  was the Bavarian brethren who
  accidentally stumbled on a solution
  when they tried chilling their ale
  in cool cellars. The yeasts carried
  on bubbling away, but instead
  of frothing merrily on top of the
  brew, they sank to the bottom
  and bubbled from below. Rather
  than endure ale-room jests about
  'bottom-brewing' beer, the monks
  christened their baby Lagerbier (from the German for storehouse, Lager). Josef Groll, no doubt,
  offered them a prayer of thanks
  when, in October 1842, he mashed
  his first perfect, pale Lagerbier at
  the citizens' brewery in Pilsen,
  Bohemia. One hundred and fifty
  years later Mr Groll's Pils was the
  world's leading beer.

In 1882 the Wrexham Lager Beer
Company was the first in Britain to start brewing lager beer.
Then, in 1935 another Welsh brewer, at Felinfoel in Llanelli,
became the first in Europe to can beer. The history of the can
of lager might have been very different if these two brewers had
joined forces.

TALES FROM THE TAP ROOM:
PRAYER AND ALE

Benedict, the sixth-century father of the Benedictines,
and advocate of the spiritual movement vita
apostolica, advocated obedience, silence, poverty,
humility, prayer and beer. It led to the foundation of
a Christian empire, the Cistercians (from Cîteaux in
Burgundy), who fanned out across northern Europe –
Wales alone boasted at least fifteen monasteries –
bringing with them their beery wisdom.

The breakaway Trappists, from the Normandy Abbey
of La Trappe, founded in 1140, refined the special
brew into a top-fermenting, bottle-conditioned ale.
The French Revolution and then the First World War
put a temporary end to their efforts, but by the 1930s
the Trappists were back brewing. When unscrupulous
secular brewers tried passing off their own ale as
'Trappist' beers, the monks successfully sued.

Stilton and Stout Paté

Serves 6

50 G / 2 OZ BUTTER

1 SHALLOT, FINELY CHOPPED

1 GARLIC CLOVE, MINCED

55 ML / 2 FL OZ STOUT

ZEST OF 1 LEMON

110 G / 4 OZ STILTON, CRUMBLED

FRESH PARSLEY, FINELY CHOPPED

Melt butter in saucepan, add the shallot and garlic, and cook
gently until soft. Remove from heat and allow to cool. When
cool, add the stout and stir gently for three minutes. Then
add the remaining ingredients and stir well. Process in a
blender until smooth. Check the seasoning and divide between
individual ramekins. Cool in the fridge for at least 2 hours
before serving.

BULL OR BUSH?

Markets (and bull baiting) were often held at country
pubs (hence the Bull), where an ivy-clad bush or ale
stake – forerunner of the inn sign – would be hung
outside the brew house when the local ale was ready.
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