WWW.SLTRIB.COM

Ancient beer

“It's hard for me to convey to
others how much this whole thing
blew my mind,” McDonnell said.

“Because it was just, like, cool thing
after cool thing. And it connects
you to the past, right? Like, while
doing this, I remember brewing
and just looking up at the sun and
being like, ‘Somebody else was lit-
erally doing this 3,000 years ago,
with this exact same recipe.”

Ancient yeast from
ancient pottery

When McDonnell heard about
the sourdough experiments —

done in 2019 by Seamus Blackley,
a physicist, amateur baker., “gas-

troegyptologist” and the inventor
of the original
doing his own research, unaware
of any yeast that was commercially
able that he could use for such
a project.

In his research, though, he
came across Primer’s Yeast, a
German company that wanted a
home-brewer to test out yeast that
microbiologists had isolated from
ancient pottery in Israel. Primer’s
had previously done experiments
using “heritage” yeast (or, yeast
that is descended from ancient
yeast) and modern ingredients to
ancient beer.

In a video about that project,
lab manager Dr. Shunit Coppen-
hagen-Glazer said their microbi-
ologists would take ancient vessel
supplied by archaeoiogists and re-
animate yeast molecules that had
survived in the ceramic materi-
al for millennia, then isolate and
characterize the yeast,

The strain that McDonnell
ordered in September is called
PTS900BCE
to Primer’s Y
brewing strain that dat
to 850 B.C.E. and was e
from the ancient site of
the Philistines (Tel es-Safi) in Is-
rael. Today, the site is not much
more than hills covered with white
rocks and olive trees. But Primer’s
Yeast CEO and master brewer Itai
Gutman calls it a “fermentation
hotspot,” and pottery collected
there included pieces of jugs that
once held beer.

With Primer's Yeast saying Mc-
Donnell would receive his yeast

and procuring ingredients,

But when his order didn't ar-
rive on time, McDonnell contact-
ed Primer’s Yeast, and they said
everything was backlogged due to
the Israel-Hamas war.

Luckily for McDonnell, though,

Primer’s Yeast reached back out
to him in January and offered
him a pre-market release of the
yeast. “Dylan was chosen as one
of the first ‘outsiders’ to experi-
ment with our strains,” Gutman
said via email.

Dylan wrote us with such an ex-
citement over our project, we de-
cided to work with [him] not only
because of that, also because we
wanted to showcase [to] the pub-
lichow easy it is to create at home,
and how deep ane can “play around’
with our strains,” Gutman ¥

Creating the recipe,
getting the ingredients

How do you write a recipe for an
ancient beer? Consult an ancient
text, of course. The Ebers Papy
rus is from about 1.550 BCE., ol
er than McDonnell's yeast by ap-
proximately 700 years.

“The way I rationalized that

was that, if this recipe was around
during that time, and there's evi-
dence that it was around 200 years
later, in all likelihood, somebody
probably continued this recipe to
some degree over the ages,” Mc-
Donnell said.
“bers Papyrus was an “ex-
tremely important document,” he
said, that outlined numerous rec-
ipes for folk medicines for various
ailments.

McDonnell went through the
roughly 800 recipes in that papy-
rus, took the ones that referenced
beer and, specifically, the act of
drinking beer, and narrowed those
approximate 800 recipes down to
75.

There were about 120 unique
ingredients in those 75 formulas,
and he created his recipe using the
ingredients that were mentioned
the most: tian balsam fruit
(aka desert dates). figs, golden Is
racli raisins, juniper berries, car-
ob fruit, frankincense, Yemeni sidr
honey and black cumin. For the
base, he used Emmer wheat and
purple Egyptian barley, which was
grown in Utah.

Something that was handy
#bout the Ebers Papyruos — which

Tist
ingredients for beer, it also Tisted
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Above » Dylan McDonnell demonstrates how he brewed ancient beer with yeast that's descended from a strain that’s nearly 3,000 years old.
Below » Emmer wheat is among the ingredients McDonnell used to make his beer in accordance with ancient recipes.

the proportions needed in a recipe.
McDonnell wanted to make
the beer as historically accurate
as possible, “while still making it
something that people would want
to drink,” he said. He compared
his ingredient list against the list
of items found in Tutankhamun's
tomb, which dates back to about
_.E., wanting to make sure
most authentic ingredi-
le.
ample, McDonnell
dn't get just any figs for his
to get rare sycamore
e was only able to ac-
quire after a friend found a grove
of 1.400-year-old sycamore fig
trees being tended near the Kar-
nak Temple Complex in Egypt.
(His publicly available recipe will
use the similar but much more
common black mission figs instead
He also will recommend using reg-
ularbarley instead of purple Egyp-
tian barley, which is tricky to work
with)
“I'wanted to try to do my best to

coule

himself, then the purple Egyptian
barley. He smoked the wheat, be-
cause ancient people would have
used wood in the fires as they kiln-
dried it.

Once the beer went into the boil
tank, McDonnell added the other

make it as accurate as
possible, as well — just for the sake
of the beer,” McDonnell said

A near disaster

In making his beer, McDonnell
said he “wanted something that
would represent a beer from 3,000
years ago,” but with the knowledge
of modern science and sanitary

“Pasteurization n't around
back then,” he said. “They didn't
understand microorganisms or
anything liki i
know about

his backyard, using a three-vessel
tem. First he worked with the
imer wheat, which he malted (or
germinated and then kiln-dried)

In all, he ended up with 10 gal-
lons, which is a large yield for a
home-brewing project. He esti-
mates it cost him at least $1,000
to brew the batch, which is “by far
the most expensive beer I've ever
made.” Usuall 10-gallon batch
costs about $200, he said.

He did have one almost near-di-
sastrous setback, when he brushed
the bottle of yeast starter with his
hand and it fell, shattering on the
floor. “I'm just sitting there, like.

‘I don't know what to do,” he said

He gathered the liquid back up us
ing paper towels and put it into a
container.

Luckily, McDonnell was able to
painstakingly isolate and replicate
the yeast again and filter out any
bacteria that wasn't supposed to
be there.

Dytan McDonnell pours a glass of his ancient beer on May: 15.

“medicinal” bees

authentic beverage, “si

standing of sanitation and micro-
biology wasn't existing yet at these
historical periods.”

What McDonnell ended up with
was a beer that he compares toa
floral gose, a German beer that’s
typically sour and salty.

Since che yeast McDonnell re-
ceived is a market sample”
that was ex ed and isolated
using Primer’s Yeast's method, h
had to destroy it once he w
ished. In other words,
lons that he made are all
of the beer made fro
and this strain c

What does the beer
taste like?

McDonnell describes his 5%
ABV as-yet-unna

floral after-
taste.” which doesn't taste like typ-

mead wine with

beer because it doesn't have
any hops in it. (Hops have been

utilized in beer for only about 500
years, he said)

To get a professional’s opinion,
we had Level Crossing Brewing
Company head brewer (and for-
mer Salt Lake Tribune photogra-
pher) Chris Detrick taste McDon-
nell’s beer.

Detrick said he first noticed a
lemon-lime note coming through.,
with a “little bit of saltiness.”

“It’'s a really nice blend of all the
ingredients, and not one is over
powering the others,” he contin-
ued. “The frankincense is there.
but I think the frankincense is
helping {cut] through some of the
more intense flavors.”

“It’s a little bit rustic, maybe a
little bit farmhouse-y, but it's still
bright and cirtusy,” Detrick add-
ed. “But that sourness, it's not too
much of a sour lactic acidity that
u take one sip and you're done:
#t’s really refreshing, and 1 want
another sip after that. That would
be a really fun beer on draft in
Utah”

McDonnell said one of his goals
with brewing this beer was to give
a “base” for others to experiment
with and build off of.

“1 got a unique chance to get
something very rare that hopeful
ly others will get a chance to lat-
er” he said. “And I'm just some guy
that’s following his passions.”

For his next beer venture, Mc-
Donnell said he wants to try and
make a brew that's % ABV. “1
like to push the boundaries of all
these beer things,” he said.

This 10-gallon batch of ancient
beer won't be available commer-
cially, but an adaptation of Mc-
Donnell’s recipe will be available
at Primers-Yeast.com.

To inquire about a private tast-
ing, contact Dylan McDonnell at
McDonnellDC/@gmail.com.




