BEER BUZL:

LAGER LOVE

by Joey Williams

In the craft beer world, ale is king.
There are numerous reasons for this,
most of which are financial and
logistical, but the absence of lagers in
many craft brewers’ portfolio has
created the misconception that these
styles of beers are somehow inferior.
The difference between an ale and a
lager have to do with the yeast used
and the temperatures at which the beer
is fermented. The classification as an
ale or lager has little influence on how
hoppy or malty, light or dark, full or
thin a beer is. The truth is, lagers can
be just as good, if not better in some cases, as the craft brewed ales that we've
come to love.

What makes a beer a lager is the use of a lager strain of yeast, sometimes
referred to as “bottom-fermenting”, and colder temperatures. These strains at
these temperatures move significantly slower than their ale brethren, but are
more efficient and cleaner working. A fermentation that would take days
with an ale yeast could take a week or more with a lager strain. During this
prolonged period of activity, the lager yeast chews through the malt sugars
while releasing a fraction of the volatile flavor and aroma compounds
associated with an ale yeast. The lager strain also metabolizes some more
complex sugars that the ale strain cannot, leaving less residual sugar in the
beer. These two characteristics contribute to the clean, crisp and dry qualities
that have become lager’s calling card. After fermentation, the beer is
traditionally transferred to another vessel, where it is stored at near freezing
temperatures to help clarify and mellow before packaging.

The styles of lager are almost as wide and varied as the world of ales and the
gap is quickly closing as more craft brewers add experimental lagers to their
repertoire. A few basic styles have remained and lend themselves to Texas
summers, barbecue and days at the lake.

Pilsner is a style name that nearly every person in America, beer drinker or
not, should be familiar with. There are, in fact, several regional variations of
this classic European style. The original Pilsner originated in the town of
Pilsen in the Czech Republic. The beer is very light blond in color with a dry,
grainy malt character and an aggressive, floral hop presence. The Czech-style
pilsner still remains the most aggressive of the traditional pilsners, but in no
way rivals an American Pale Ale for hop character. The Germans have their
interpretation of the Czech original that has a bit of residual sweetness and a
more reserved hop flavor and bitterness. The American pilsner, as it is
represented by the most commercial examples, can be the mildest of the three.
Usually lacking in real hop character with a subtle grain flavor, the American
example is a far cry from the Czech original.
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Germany produces several different styles of light-colored, blonde lagers.
Often named for the town of origin, the ingredients in these beers all vary with
an end result that is very similar. Dortmunder, Helles and German-style
Pilsner are all in close proximity in regards to flavor, color and mouthfeel.

The Amber lager, sometimes called “Vienna lager”, is a widespread category
encompassing beers as mild as an American-style Pilsner with a hint of caramel
color and flavor, to beers rivaling IPAs in flavor and intensity. A general rule of
thumb here is to look at what else the brewery has in their lineup. If there is an
Amber lager sandwiched between an IPA, Double IPA and Imperial Stout,
then it is more than likely a fairly aggressive beer. On the other hand, if the
beer is situated between a Porter, Pale Ale and Hefeweizen, then it will more
than likely be a milder, more traditional example. The term Pre-prohibition is
often present on the packaging on a craft brewed, American born amber lager.
Before the great experiment, your standard beer had more color and flavor
than the big names of today. This is a way for brewers to announce that their
beer is, or siould be, more flavorful than average.

There has been an influx of dark and black lagers on retail shelves in the last
few years. These beers are as dark as porters and stouts, but often lack the full
“meal in a glass” feeling of their ale counterparts. In Germany, Dunkels (darks)
and Schwarzbiers (black beers) have been produced for hundreds of years. Like
amber lagers, dark lagers can vary from mild to aggressive, sweet to bitter, and
land anywhere in between. The roasted flavors of coffee and chocolate are often
detectable, and a hint of caramel sweetness isnt unheard of. The beers are
generally unexpectedly light in body for their dark color, causing many
drinkers a good deal of surprise. It's becoming a very common occurrence to
find someone that doesn' like “dark beer” enjoying a dark lager.

The lager is a misunderstood class of beers that is finally getting the attention it
deserves, but there’s a long way to go. You can do your part by picking up a
sixer of an old favorite or a new find and sharing it with friends and family this
summer.

Sierra Nevada Summerfest Lager

A current favorite of mine and most of the staff downtown, this Czech-style
pilsner showcases a finesse that isn't always associated with other Sierra Nevada
products. Floral hops make themselves known without overpowering the
lightly sweet, grainy malt in a crisp and amazingly refreshing beer. The perfect
twelve pack to bring to a Summer gathering,

Left Hand Polestar Pilsner

More of a German-style interpretation, Polestar is very well balanced, crisp and
dry with the grassy, floral aromas associated with traditional noble hops. In
2008, the
founders of
BeerAdvocate.com
, Todd and Jason
Alstrom, voted
Polestar one of
their top 25 beers.
[ have a hard time
disagreeing,
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Brooklyn Lager

One of those “Pre-Prohibition” lagers, Brooklyn Lager is on the lighter side of
Amber with a healthy dose of bready malts and caramel sweetness countered
by a robust hop character. I remember this being the lager that opened my
eyes to my misconceptions of the class. A rich, flavorful beer that retains the

crisp finish with a fuller body.
? %Old Scratch Amber
A bit of a blac

sheep, Old Scratch is rumored to be a California Common, or
“steam beer” (as in Anchor Steam). This means that a lager yeast is used, but
at temperatures somewhere between that of an ale or lager. The end result is
an enjoyable combination of both. Scratch retains the dry, crisp finish of a
lager with a healthy dose of pale ale-like yeast character and a pleasant fullness.
This beer belongs at every barbecue this summer.

Full Sail Session Black Lager

A new addition to the Session family, Black Lager has been showered with
awards since its release last year. Bready pumpernickel and roasty cocoa flavors
are contributed by the malt, along with a light sweetness. A balancing, but not
aggressive, hop presence keeps things surprisingly refreshing. With the balance
and finesse showcased in a beer this dark, it’s easy to see with Session Black
took home the Gold at both the Great American Beer Fest '09 and World
Beer Cup '10.

Shiner Black Lager

Easily the best thing that Shiner has come out with in the last decade was
Shiner '97. The brewery was so overwhelmed by the response when they
stopped production that they decided to bring it back permanently as Shiner

Black. Roasted coffee, light char and toasted bread dominate the medium
body and clean, dry finish. A more aggressive American version of the
German Schwarzbier, Shiner Black is everything a beer drinker could want
and more for heavily smoked meats and rich sauces. ®

Got beer myths or other questions youd like some insight on?
E-mail me: jwilliams@specsonline.com

NEW ON SHELVES AT SPEC’S DOWNTOWN:
Gouden Carolus Cuvee Van de Keizer 09 750ml
Boulevard Dark Truth Imperial Stout 750ml
New Belgium Lips of Faith Eric’s Ale 220z
New Belgium Lips of Faith Belgian Blonde Ale 220z
Moylan’s Ryan Sullivan’s Imperial Stout 220z
Moylan’s Chealsea Porter 220z
Moylan’s IPA 220z
Harpoon 100 Barrel Series #31 Single Hop ESB 220z
Avery Depuceleuse 120z
Brooklyn Variety 12pk
Boulevard Boss Tom’s Golden Bock 6pk
Bridgeport Hop Czar Imperial IPA 6pk !
North Coast Old Stock 4pk
Brewdog Hardcore IPA 4pk (New formula, World Beer t 7

Cup ‘10 Gold medal winner for Imperial IPA)




