
Some of the same ingredients used then are used in the 
brewing process today. The great invention of concocting 
starch, hops, and water began during this agricultural 
revolution with the barley grain, while yeast was not identified 
as an ingredient in beer until the 1850s. Grain is the starch 
source in all beer, and is the determinant of its flavour, 
body, and texture. Barley is the most commonly used grain 
for brewing beer, but over time and with experimentation 
of brewers, other grains have been introduced to produce 
different flavours and strength. These other grains have 
created a wide variety of beers; rye, wheat, oat, rice, corn 
and sorghum, and any number of these grains can show 
up in many beers, but in small quantities. Many of the most 
popular beers in the world use rice and/or corn, not only 
because it lowers the cost for the product, but they are also 
adjunct grains which provide that lighter, slicker taste that is 
most easily marketed to the thirsty masses. In addition, many 
Oriental beers have a large rice bill, many African beers use 
grains other than barley (most likely sorghum), and most Latin 
American (and many American) beers use corn as a base 
grain because they are the cheapest and most prevalent 

grains in each location. While we should be aware of these 
beers, this article will not be looking into them, but rather to 
beer styles which specifically call for non-barley grains in their 
mash. Here we will review some of these grains used in the 
brewing process as a substitution for barley or in addition to 
this grain. We will take a look at some dishes to pair with each 
of the styles of beer, and reccomended beers available on the 
market.

By far the most common grain used for specific beer styles 
is wheat, as well as grains from the wheat family, such as 
Spelt or ‘poor man’s wheat’. While the Reinheitsgebot, or 
German Purity law of 1516, originally stated that the only 
ingredients to be used in the production of beer were water, 
barley and hops, wheat was the one foreign grain allowed for 
the production of weizens. Thus, beers such as Weizen (wheat 
beer)/Hefeweizen (wheat beer with the yeast sediment stirred 
in), Weissbier (white beer), Weizenbock (strong wheat) and 
Dunkelweizen (dark wheat beer) all originated in Germany. The 
addition of wheat to the brewing process, gives these wheat 
style beers a crisp and refreshing profile. It is present as an 
ingredient in about 15 styles of beer today according to the 

The history of beer is as old as civilization and dates back as far as 10,000 BC. 
While the exact date is unclear, the beginnings of beer brewing (and baking, 
and wine-making, for that matter) coincided with man deciding that the 
cultivation of crops would be a primary occupation rather than his previous 
nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle. And it all began in the Middle East with 
the domestication of grain.
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Beer Judge Certification Program Guidelines (BJCP 2008); 
Lambic beer (which will be reviewed in September’s issue), 
Belgian Pale Ale, Berliner Weisse Sour Ale to name just a 
few, are amongst the variety of beers that include wheat as 
an adjunct in small portions. American Wheat Beer consists 
of 20% to 30% wheat, contradictory to German Wheat Beer, 
which by law must consist of at least 50% but can be up to 
70% wheat. The hop creates a low-to-moderate bitterness 
with sometimes a citrusy characteristic, and slight sweetness. 
Different variations, such as dark wheat beers, have a portion 
of toasted or roasted malts to give them a dark coffee colour, 
and provide a richer flavour. German wheat beers possess 
low to moderately-strong fruit notes and a slight sweetness, 
which can be compared to that of banana or vanilla, created 
from the strain of yeast used in the brewing process. The dark 
wheat version of this category is called Dunkelweizen (dark 
wheat beer), its colour attributed to roasted malts. The roasting 
creates chocolate, nutmeg and coffee notes with, again, 
banana and vanilla. German Weizenbock is the strong version 
of the unfiltered Weissbier. The rich full body includes notes of 
cloves and dark fruits, and is between 6.5% and 8% alcohol by 
volume. The world’s oldest top-fermented wheat doppelbock, 
Aventinus, was created in 1907 at the Weisse Brauhaus in 
Munich.

Belgian wheat beer is medium-light bodied and consists of 
about 50% wheat and 50% barley, with zesty orange notes 
that persist with a gentle tart finish. Witbier (white beer), a 
Belgian style wheat beer, had been around since the middle 
ages, but died out after World War II, only to be revived by 
Pierre Celis at Hoegaarden Brewery in 1965. These wheat 
beers are characterized by the addition of spices, usually a 

combination of coriander, orange peel, chamomile, cinnamon, 
grains of paradise, cumin and more. This style has exploded in 
popularity, especially in North America, including Village Wit - 
White Wheat Ale of Calgary’s new Village Brewery.

In order to truly enjoy and appreciate the delicate fruit notes 
in these wheat-styled beers they should be paired with light 
dishes that are either vegetarian, seafood or chicken based. 
Wheat beer works very nicely with mussels in a light sauce as 
it allows for the flavours in the beer to really break through. Of 
course, the lightness and thirst-quenching properties of these 
beers make them the quintessential patio beer too.

The other popular grain used with barley is rye, which 
creates a low-to-moderate spice or bitterness in both the 
aroma and flavour of beer, and substitutes a portion of the 
barley used when brewing. American Rye beer is one of the 
most rare styles, due to the complicated brewing process with 
this grain. Rye provides more assertive and bitter notes than 
any other cereal grain, and is the reason why the brewing 
process can be more challenging, producing potential overly-
bitter batches. This style of beer provides the perfect blend of 
crispness (ideal on a hot day) and body, with low-to-moderate 
bitterness that comes from the hops; freshness without 
lacking flavour. The percentage of rye grain in American Rye 
beer is important to keep in mind, as it is up to 25%, which 
makes this style very different to its German counterpart 
Roggenbier (German Rye Beer), that typically constitutes 50% 
or more. The structure of the head with most rye beer is very 
pronounced and thick, leaving a creamy cloud-like formation 
around the glass to the very last drop. A glass of American Rye 
beer can be paired with a variety of dishes without diminishing 
that bite most commonly found in the finish of this style. A great 
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accompaniment with a nice cold pint of rye beer is 
a mile-high pastrami sandwich on dark rye bread 
with a grainy Dijon. Another pairing to try is a dish 
with some heat, such as a medium-spiced curry 
dish or jambalaya. Try this with a glass of Routes 
des épices (French for “Spice Route”) by Dieu 
du Ciel microbrewery in St-Jérôme, Quebec or 
Magpie from Big Rock Brewery. 

Rice has been used in the production of 
many large commercial beers for years as an 
inexpensive means to lighten it without lowering 
the alcohol content or adding flavour. This has 
created a negative stigma for rice beer, though there are some 
deliciously unique craft labels made with rice in the market 
today. Though rice beer is not considered a category or style 
of beer, there are some beers that include rice as one of the 
ingredients, and not intended just to lighten the flavour of the 
beer. The characteristics of rice beer are often dry and crisp, 
with soft round notes. These beers are dominant in Asia for 
obvious reasons, and a perfect accompaniment with clam 

and fish dishes, sushi or 
spicy noodle entrées. A few 
great rice beers to try are 
Hitachino Nest Red Rice 
Ale from Kiuchi Brewery 
in Japan, Asahi Super 
Dry from Japan, and Efes 
Pilsner from Turkey.

The most unique grain 
beers are those with no 
barley or wheat at all. 
These are the gluten-free 
beers. While some of these 
beers exist in countries in 

which those grains are almost non-existent or too expensive 
for brewing, in the rest of the world these beers are made for 
people who have a gluten intolerance (i.e. celiacs) or for those 
who are on gluten-reduced diets. Glycoproteins in grains such 
as wheat, barley and rye are harmful to those with a gluten 
intolerance, so these kinds of beers are usually made with 
sorghum, buckwheat, millet, corn, or rice. Sorghum is the most 

popular grain in gluten-free beers, since malted 
sorghum behaves very similarly to malted barley. 
Sorghum is a grass that grows in parts of the 
Americas, but is especially prevalant in Africa and 
Asia, and consequently, is common in many beers 
from those continents.

The normal worldwide standard of 20 parts per 
million gluten (20 ppm) usually allows a product to 
be named “gluten-free”. However, in Canada, this 
may be under revision for beer, with that standard 
only being allowed to be called “low gluten”, and 
the “gluten-free” tag reserved for beers that contain 

absolutely no gluten at all. With celiac disease affecting 1 in 
133 people in North America, and millions adopting gluten-
free or gluten-reduced diets, many breweries are taking notice 
and crafting gluten-free beers to target this market who, 
until around 2003, could not consume beer. In 2011, Toronto 
opened its first gluten-free brewery, Snowman Brewing, and 
with more gluten-free beers popping up on the North American 
market, an even larger variety will soon be available. In the 
Calgary market, beers such as Bard’s Tale from New York 
(made by celiacs), Green’s of Belgium, and New Grist from 
Lakefront Brewery all qualify as gluten-free. A perfect pairing 
for pale lager or pilsner style gluten-free beer is Cajan grilled 
scallop and shrimp kabobs topped on a crisp salad, just in 
time for the barbeque season. For darker lager, pair with a 

more bold meat such as a 
Spolumbo’s sausage (they’re 
gluten free!) topped with 
sauerkraut on a toasted 
gluten-free sourdough bun.

So the world of beer is more 
than just “barley sandwiches”, 
and there are numerous grain 
beers out there for you to try. 
Consider them for after you 
have mown that lawn, weeded 
that garden or played that ball 
game. Summer is perfect for 
them.
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