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Oh brother!
By Ryan MillaR

Beer is, to quote Benjamin Franklin, “proof that 
God loves us and wants us to be happy.” if hewas 

as right about that as he was about electricity, then 
Belgium must be the happiest placein the world. The 
tiny country’s 125 breweries produce approximately 800 
different beers –although if you count one-off, seasonal, 
and souvenir beers, that figure rises to more than 8,000. 
Clearly Belgium takes its beer very seriously. Each one 
is served in a branded glass,with a distinctive shape 
designed to coax the best flavour out of the brew. in 
fact, Belgians devotion to beer borders on religious. in 
the case of the Trappists, it is deeply religious.

Trappist beer is brewed by monks. Real, honest-to-God 
monks. Out of all the breweries in theworld, only seven 
of them qualify as ‘Trappist’ – six of them in Belgium: 
achel, Chimay, Orval,Rochefort, Westmalle and West-
vleteren. all their beers carry the “authentic Trappist 
Product” logo. This logo is only carried on products 
that satisfy a number of strict criteria: the beer mustbe 
brewed within the walls of an abbey by the monks (or 
under their supervision); profits mustgo to maintaining 

the monastic order with any excess used for charitable 
purposes; and – most relevantly for the beer enthusiast 
– the recipes draw on centuries of tradition using only 
the finest ingredients. no trip to Belgium is complete 
without ordering one or more samples ofmonk-brewed 
beers.

Officially, Westmalle was the first Trappist monastery 
in Belgium to make beer, and it is the originator of the 
‘double’ and ‘triple’ naming convention. However, the 
monks there no longer work the brewery. as Philippe 
Van assche, General Manager of Westmalle says, “Brew-
ing is a very specialist occupation that is hard to com-
bine with a life of prayer and retreat.”

So the monks have retreated to a supervisory role. 
However, on the far west of Flanders, the brothers at 
the abbey of Saint Sixtus have found a way to combine 
brewing with their monastic lifestyle. “We make as 
much beer as we need to support the abbey – and no 
more,” they say.

That’s all very well and good for them, but the prob-
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2 lem is that their beer is widely recognizedas one 
of the best in the world. Demand has always been 

high locally, but when, in 2005, U.S. website RateBeer 
named their Westvleteren 12 the best beer in the world 
(out of a field of 30,000 beers from 4,000 breweries) 
– demand skyrocketed. Production did not. Output 
is strictly limited to less than 5,000hl per year. This 
skewed supply-demand ratio makes Westvleteren brews 
– and especially their ‘Westy 12’ – some of the most 
prized beers in the world.

However, there is a way to satisfy your curiosity and 
your thirst. a scenic hour-and-a-half drive from Brus-
sels, through the pastoral Flanders countryside, lies in 
de Vrede. This cafe is located “in the shadow of the Saint 
Sixtus abbey” and is the only place other than the abbey 
that is legally permitted to sell the beer. after picking 
up a six-pack (one per person, quantities permitting) at 
the gift shop, you can order one of their fine handcrafted 
brews at the cafe, and enjoy it in its proper Westvleteren 
glass. Getting to this tiny, out-of-the-way spot is no 
doubt a quest, but as the Trappist brewer monks know, 
nothing worth having comes without dedication and 
devotion.

Speciality Belgian Beers

Belgium has always been a great beer 

innovator. Not content with just lagers 

and stouts, they produce some of the 

world’s most distinctive beers. Here are 

just some of the varieties, complete with a 

suggestion.

Lambic – Spontaneously fermented by 

exposure to wild yeasts, bacteria and other 

micro-organisms. Sounds disgusting, but 

the tart, wine-ish flavour has many fans. 

Made only from the region around Brus-

sels. Try: Mort Subite Original Gueuze.

KrieK – The most common of the fruit-

infused lambics, krieks are infused with 

cherries. As you might expect, they are 

fruity, but not overly sweet. Try: Bellevue 

Kriek

Wheat (or White) – Unfiltered and 

slightly fruity. An ideal beer for sum-

mertime, or if the high alcohol content 

of Belgian beers has you longing for 

something less heavy. Usually served with 

lemon. Try: Hoegaarden.

abbey – Beer that is associated with an 

abbey (real or fictitious), but does not 

meet the rigourous standards for the Trap-

pist designation. Try: Leffe Bruin

bLonde – A Belgian version of pale ales 

or pilseners. Some are not too strong, 

others are extremely potent and danger-

ously drinkable. Try: Duvel.


