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Across the globe, the growth of artisanal brewing methods — watched over by experts who demand
a flavourful, well-served pint — means beer is being taken seriously, and starting to rival wine as a
rewarding complement to good food. 2HE#MEREESR & HEHR  BREASEMKELRNFITEE -
EFIREELEEGHE—F R KABEEHENRIEEE - By Robin Lynam

| Thebrews
N BEF R erherS

Beer and wine have been enjoyed since Neolithic times, but while
equally venerable, they have seldom been accorded equal status. Over
time, a culture of connoisseurship grew up around wine, but beer has
functioned primarily as a thirst quencher with a kick, though there has
traditionally been a greater seriousness about brewing in Belgium, the
Czech Republic, Germany and the British Isles.

Among those countries, only Germany is historically an important
producer of high-quality wine, but artisanal production of beer in diverse
styles has been able to thrive in all of them in modern times, despite a
general drift towards increasingly anonymous and mass-produced suds
made by large multinational brewing groups.

In the United States, until quite recently the giants of the industry had the
market almost to themselves. Much has changed. Although big players
such as Anheuser-Busch InBev (the world’s largest brewer) and Molson
Coors remain dominant, since the 1980s the craft-beer sector has grown
exponentially, generating a proliferation of American microbreweries,
craft breweries and brewpubs where beer is brewed on the premises.
Their success has inspired an international trend towards smaller-scale
production of beers aimed at discerning and individualistically minded
drinkers.

Seriousness about beer service has increased in parallel with the
popularity of craft beer, which a significant number of people are now
choosing as a partner for food. Restaurants are coming under pressure to
offer expanded beer lists and to upgrade to appropriate glassware. And
“beer sommeliers” are advising diners on what to choose.

While not all of them are qualified for that role, formal accreditation as a
beer expert can be achieved through the Master Cicerone Certification
Program, whichis now widely recognised as the beer world's equivalent to
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the wine-service qualificationsissued by the Court of Master Sommeliers.
The name Cicerone derives from an archaic word for “guide”, and Ray
Daniels, founder and director of the Cicerone Certification Program,
gives a very straightforward reason for his decision to establish it.

“Bad beer!” he declares. “As a long-time beer lover and an increasingly
educated beer-industry member, | recognised that beer was often
being mishandled and ruined by people in the business. Also, | regularly
encountered servers and bartenders who didn’t know anything about
the beers they were serving, or, at times, anything about beer at all. | felt
there was a huge need to raise the level of knowledge about beer and
its service for everyone who worked with beer, from the brewery to the
server. | devised the Cicerone Certification Program with an eye toward
encouraging and rewarding people for improving their professional
knowledge.”

The idea took a while to catch on. Daniels launched his programme in
January 2008, and made slow but steady progress towards general
acceptance over its first two years. Then applications to take the course
and exams started to flood in. More than 85,000 certificates have now
beenissued at four levels of competence. Certified Beer Server is a “first-
level certification for those who work with beer”; Certified Cicerone is a
“certification for professionals dedicated to beer”; Advanced Cicerone
a “designation of distinctive expertise and tasting skill’; and Master
Cicerone is described as the “ultimate test of beer expertise”.

Theprogrammeis designed for professionals, butthefirsttierin particular
also appeals to enthusiasts keen to improve their understanding of
a complex subject. Those at the second tier or above, Daniels says,
generally have a professional reason for taking the demanding exams.
He is not a believer in rubber-stamping. “The whole point of having a
certification is for it to have meaning,” he says, “so we have been careful
to maintain our standards for the exams over the years.”

Only 13 people have attained Master Cicerone certification so far (10 from
the US, one from Canada and two from the United Kingdom), but closer
to home, 41 people on the Chinese mainland and 57 in Hong Kong are
listed as having qualified as either a Certified Beer Server or a Certified
Cicerone. “I'd say we are pretty internationally diverse,” says Daniels.
“We have just launched our first full translation of the programme, into
Spanish, and we have some other offerings in the works, including plans
to do somethingin Asia.”

One of the textbooks to which aspiring Cicerones are directed is Tasting
Beer by Chicago-based brewer and educator Randy Mosher. He believes
that beer is at least as versatile a partner for food as wine, and singles out
pairing with cheese as an area in which it is superior. It's a point on which
Daniels concurs. “Because of its astounding variety,” Mosher insists,
“there is a beer for almost any conceivable food choice.
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“We use blue cheese and IPA as a demonstration of
how the bitterness and carbonation can deal with
the fatty richness, while the herbal nature of hops
seems to link to the blue mould. With nutty cheeses,
such as Basque sheep cheese like P'tit Basque or
Ossau-Iraty, a slightly toasty brown ale reinforces the
nuttiness nicely, andif there is enough toastiness can
recreate the impression of a grilled cheese sandwich
without resorting to actual toasted bread. And you
can scale this up, through porter and Gruyere to
stout and Piave, which is similar to Parmigiano but
sweeter and less pungent, and finally to an imperial
stout paired with a three-year Gouda with all its
caramel-ly, meaty richness. At the other extreme,
a fresh burrata paired with Bavarian hefeweizen
conjures up a flavour image of peaches-and-cream
ice cream.”

An important consideration, in the opinion of San
Francisco-based Rich Higgins (one of the 13 Master
Cicerones, a brewer and also a certified sommelier)
is matching the intensity of food to beer. “If you pair
a delicate dish like a green salad or tai nigiri with a rich, sweet, boozy beer
like a barley wine, the barley wine will run over the dish and you will only be
able to taste the beer,” he says. “Conversely, intense lacquered pork belly
or chao tofu will overpower a delicate beer like a pilsner. You won't be able
to taste the beer’s delicate bready and herbal notes.

“Incorporating complementary flavours can be delicious. You can amplify
certain flavours if they're present in both the dish and the beer, and

RICH HIGGINS PORTRAIT BY MARK OLIVIER LE BLANC

create more of a good thing. For example, the toasty, nutty flavours of
amber and brown ales are delicious with the Maillard-browning flavours
of roasted meats and pan-fried mushrooms and vegetables. Hong Kong-
style roast goose noodle soup is perfect with an English-style amber
ale. For the same complementary reasons, the bright, lemony, peppery
flavours of Belgian-style saisons are delicious with citrusy, peppery
dishes like fritto misto, chicken karaage with togarashi and a yuzu dipping
sauce, and salt-and-pepper squid.”

For those sorts of pairings to be possible, bars and restaurants obviously
need to stock a greater range of beers, and are addressing the challenges
of arriving at a well-balanced list. “The person behind the beer list does
have an obligation to be a thoughtful gatekeeper of quality for his or her
customers, whatever the mix,” says Mosher. “That's what keeps people
coming back.

“The beer scene, at least in the US, is so complicated that one almost
has to rely on the help of others, and the publicans are there on the
frontlines. Obviously, some variety — of gravity, alcoholic strength, colour,
hoppiness, mouth feel, stylistic origin — are things to consider, but there
are some very successful beer bars that will have no part in that kind of
even-handedness. Personally, | love the variety, and am sure that is a
primary reason we created craft beer after a century in the wilderness.”

Higgins also stresses the importance of keeping up with trends in craft
beer, among which he singles out bitter, aromatic, hop-forward IPAs,
Belgian style sour beers (including some aged for years in oak casks),
beers with fruit added for complexity, including grapefruit and mango,
and traditional-style pilsners brewed with German and Czech hops that
add herbal, peppery, grassy bitterness.

Craft beers from all over the world can now be found thousands of
miles from where they were brewed, but Higgins (who visited Hong
Kong in 2016 to participate in a promotional event at Landmark, called
Appreciate the Craft) also points out that quality craft beers are brewed
locally in many locations, and says he was impressed by those from
Hong Kong breweries Black Kite, Gweilo, Hong Kong Beer Co, Tipping
Point and Young Master.

“At its best, beer is a simple pleasure for the consumer, and the job of
beer service should be to keep it that way,” says Daniels. “But putting
a beautiful, properly poured and good-tasting beer in front of the
consumer means that a lot of things have to be done correctly. As a
result, the people who work with beer need to know a lot in order to get it
right. When everything goes well, the consumer never realises how hard
everyone is working to deliver that simple pleasure.”
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