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Holiday Beer History
• The term “Winter Warmer” comes from the British 

brewing tradition 
• Brewers would produce a winter beer that was 

stronger, with fuller flavor than their regular beer 
• Samuel Smith's Winter Welcome Ale first came to the 

United States in 1990; for many, it was their first taste 
of a classic “winter warmer” 

• Winter seasonal offerings come from almost every 
brewing nation 

• American winter beer landscape is evolving: 
• Strong ale, possibly hopped to high levels 
• May be a stout 
• May contain spices or fruit 
• May be a strong rich lager in the style of a doppelbock



Samual Smiths Winter Welcome – 6.0%  

• English Strong Ale 
• Yorkshire’s Oldest Brewery 
• Fermented in “stone Yorkshire 

squares” 
• Luxurious malt character 
• Fuggle and Golding hops 
• Should be contemplated before an 

open fire



Characteristics of Winter Beers

• Generally a big beer 
• Stronger alcohol 
• Hopped to higher level 
• Pronounced complex flavor 
• Base beer style often has a malty profile 
• Additional fermentables may include honey, 

molasses, maple syrup, or brown sugar 
• Typically darker in color 
• Spice or fruit additions are common 
• Medium to full body



There are no hard and fast rules



Anderson Valley Winter Solstice – 6.9%

• Anderson Valley Brewing Company’s 
take on the “Winter Warmer” 

• Rich mouthfeel and creamy finish 
• Hints of toffee, spice and caramel 
• Malt - Pale Two-Row, Crystal (40L and 

80L), Munich (20L), Oat Flakes 
• Hops - Northern Brewer, Chinook 
• Pairs well with fireplaces



Category 30C Style Guideline
• Aroma 

• Wide range of aromatics, many examples are similar to 
Christmas cookies, gingerbread, spruce trees, mulling 
spices, etc. 

• Hop aromatics are often absent or subdued 
• Some fruit character (dried fruit, citrus peel, raisins, plums) 

is optional 
• Alcohol aromatics should be restrained 
• Overall aroma should be balanced and harmonious, 

complex and inviting 
• Appearance 

• Generally medium amber to very dark brown 
• Usually clear, darker versions may be virtually opaque 
• Generally has a well-formed head that is often off-white to 

tan



Category 30C Style Guideline
• Flavor 

• Many creative interpretations are possible 
• Spices associated with the holiday season are typical 
• Rich, malty and/or sweet malt-based flavors are common 
• May include some dried fruit or dried fruit peel flavors 
• Special ingredients should be supportive and balanced 
• Bitterness and hop flavor are generally restrained 
• Generally finishes rather full and satisfying 

• Mouthfeel 
• Body is generally medium to full, carbonation varies 
• Many examples will show some well-aged, warming alcohol 

content (without being overly hot) 
• Overall Impression 

• A stronger, darker, spiced beer that often has a rich body 
and warming finish.  Balance is the key to presenting a well-
made Christmas beer.



Deschutes Jubelale – 6.7%  

• Festive Winter Strong Ale 
• Robust malt character of toffee and dusted 

cocoa 
• Full of spice notes 
• Malt - Pale, Crystal, Extra Special, Carapils, 

Roasted Barley 
• Hops - Bravo, Cascade, Delta, Us Tettnang, 

East Kent Goldings 
• An original since 1988



Examples of Winter Beers
Anchor Our Special Ale 

Harpoon Winter Warmer

         Nils Oscar Julöl 

Goose Island Christmas Ale 



Examples of Winter Beers
      Troegs The Mad Elf 

Great Lakes Christmas Ale

Lakefront Holiday Spice Lager 

Samuel Smith’s Winter Welcome 
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Great Lakes Christmas Ale
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Anchor Christmas Ale – 7.2%  

• Dark Spiced Ale 
• Forty-Eighth edition of “Our Special 

Ale” 
• Different recipe and hand-drawn tree 

label every year 
• Rye-forward ale showcases notes of 

orange, honeysuckle, toasted malts, 
and eucalyptus 

• In 2020 Anchor upped the alcohol to 
7% ABV



Spiced Beer History
• Before widespread use of hops, other plants and 

herbs were used to preserve and bitter beer 
• These included spruce, ginger, ground ivy, sweet 

mary, tansy, sage, wormwood and sweet gale



Spices Available for Use in Beer
• Cinnamon 
• Coriander Seeds 
• Ginger 
• Cardamom 
• Cloves 
• Allspice 
• Nutmeg 
• Licorice 
• Juniper Berries 
• Anise 
• Spruce 
• Pepper 

• Sweet Basil 
• Horehound 
• Horseradish 
• Walnut Leaves 
• Lime Leaves 
• Grains of Paradise 
• Szechuan Peppercorn 
• Ginseng 
• Star Anise 
• Cubeb Berries 
• Orange Peel 
• Mint

Note:  Whenever possible, use fresh or freshly ground dried 
spices.  Only use pre-ground ingredients as a last resort.



St. Bernardus Christmas Ale – 9.8%  

• Strong Belgian Quadruple Ale 
• Aniseed notes 
• Hints of creamy caramel and fire-

roasted chestnuts 
• Finish of dried fruits and chocolate 
• St. Bernardus previously produced 

beer for Westvleteren Abbey



Brewing Considerations
• This is generally a big beer 
• Make a yeast starter or repitch onto a yeast cake 
• Be sure to oxygenate the wort 
• Watch fermentation temperature 
• Consider reducing the amount of bittering hops 

used as the spices will add bitterness to the beer. 
(This is more dependent on how long the spices are 
in the boil). 

• Late addition hops may conflict with the spices 
you’ve chosen. 

• Select a yeast strain that is compatible with your 
selected spices.



Spicing Procedures
• Add spices directly to boil kettle for last 10 to 12 

minutes (or let steep for 10 minutes with no heat 
applied at end of boil). 

• Boil spices separately in a small amount of water to 
make a spiced “tea”, cool, and add “tea” directly 
into secondary fermentation vessel.  (Be careful not 
to introduce oxygen when using this process). 

• Make spice “tea” as in Step 2 above and add 
directly to bottling bucket or keg.  (Much the same 
way dry hopping adds aroma, dry spicing will 
increase the spice aroma). 

Note:  When using spices be very careful with the amounts used 
as a little goes a long way.  Certain spices are quite strong (e.g. 
clove, pepper) and too much will ruin a good beer.



Recipe Example
Spiced Holiday Ale (Base Style – Strong Scotch Ale) - 5 gallons 

11.0 lbs. (81.5%) 2-Row Pale Malt 
1.5 lbs. (11.1%) Crystal Malt 80L 
0.5 lbs. (3.7%) Dark Munich 
0.25 lbs. (1.9%) Wheat Malt 
0.125 lb. (0.9%) Black Patent 
0.125 lb. (0.9%) Carapils 
1.0 lb. Brown Sugar 
24 oz. Honey - 15 minutes 
1.5 oz. Northern Brewer Hops 7.0% AAU - 60 minutes 
0.5 oz. Northern Brewer Hops 7.0% AAU - 30 minutes 
1.0 oz. Grated Fresh Ginger - 10 min. 
4 each Cinnamon Sticks (8 oz.) - 10 min. 
2 tsp. Ground Nutmeg - 10 min. 
1 tsp. Ground Allspice - 10 min. 
6 tsp. Ground Coriander Seeds (1/4 oz.) - 10 min. 
1.0 oz. Fresh Orange Peel - 10 min. 
1 ea. Whirlfloc Tablets - 15 min. 
Safale Ale Yeast (s-04) - 2 packs 

Single step infusion mash at 153 degrees for 90 minutes 
Fermented in glass primary for two weeks 
Directly into a keg and force carbonated 

Original Gravity 1.084 
Final Gravity 1.014 
Alcohol by Volume 9.2% 



Brewing Photos



Mash Rest / Heating Sparge Water



Sparge Water Transfer



Power Sparge



Fly Sparging



Simple Hop Spider



Wort Chilling - Recirculating



Wort Chilling into Fermentor



Holiday Ale Fermentation



Special Surprise 
from 

Matt Cochran



St. Feuillien Cuvee de Noel – 9.0%  

• Strong Dark Belgian Ale 
• Dark ruby brown color and very 

intense aroma 
• Full-bodied and smooth mouthfeel 
• Synergy of caramelized malts, 

controlled fermentation and long cold 
storage  

• Subtle bitterness is the dominant 
flavor 

• Perfect balance between all of the 
ingredients



St. Feuillien Cuvee de Noel Recipe  
• Malt Bill  

9 lbs Belgian Vienna malt (52%)  
5 lbs Belgian 50 EBC amber malt (29%)  
1.5 lbs Belgian 120 EBC caramel malt (9%)  
1.5 lbs Belgian Special B (9%)  
5.5 tbsp burnt sugar syrup (added in the boil) (2%)  

• Step Mash  
Mash in at 113˚ F  
131˚ F for 15 minutes  
163˚ F for 30 minutes  
172˚ F for 5 minutes  

• 60-minute boil  
0.5 ounces of Tettnanger at 55 minutes (5.0% AA, contribution of 7 BU)  
0.33 ounces of German Tradition at 55 minutes (6.0% AA, contribution of 5 BU)  
0.75 ounces of Spalt Select at 15 minutes (6.0% AA, contribution of 6 BU)  
5.5 tbsp burnt sugar syrup at 55 minutes ¼ teaspoon licorice juice  

• Spice Infusions  
Turn off the flame and let steep for five minutes:  

• 1 gram (¼ tsp) cinnamon powder  
0.5 grams (1/8 tsp) chamomile  
1.5 grams (3/8 tsp) Curaçao orange peel 
0.5 grams (1/8 tsp) Bourbon vanilla bean (v. planifolia), whole or chopped. Use about one-quarter of a 7-inch bean 

• Fermentation and Conditioning 
Ferment at 68˚-72˚ F until 4˚ P (1.016) with Wyeast 3787 or White Labs WLP530, then rack and condition for two 
weeks at around 44˚ F. 

• Expected OG: 23˚ P / 1.096 Expected ABV: 10.5% 
Expected TG: 4˚ P/ 1.016 Expected bitterness:  18 BU



     

Questions? 

Thank you 
Chuck West




