Don’t worry, be hoppy
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There's more to beer than chips and dip, Drew Carrey jokes and bikini-clad babes in commercials.

Although it is often viewed as the less expensive alternative to wine for gourmands, local brewers will tell you that pairing beer with good food is in high style for the season - especially as the weather warms up and with Father's Day around the corner. 

"There's is a lot of hype out there about wine and food pairings," explained Cullen Dwyer, head brewer at Blue Corn Café and Brewery in Santa Fe. "But there are also many great ways to serve beer with food." 

"What you want is something that won't overwhelm the food, but other than that, a lot of it is experimenting and seeing what works for you," said Jordy Dralle, assistant brewer with Second Street Brewery. 

"Just like the rules of wine and cuisine, the old rules have gone out the window and personal preference is the rule of the day," explained Russell Thornton, chef at Blue Corn Café and Brewery. 

In fact, both Blue Corn and Second Street offer brewmaster dinners regularly, where brewers and chefs work together to couple excellent food and beers. 

"We do them about two to three times a year," said Willy Alexander, chef at Second Street Brewery. 

If you're a beer lover or know someone who is, local chefs offer the following suggestions for planning for your own food/beer pairing menus. 

First and foremost, they say, follow your palate. 

The goal is to create complimentary flavors. "The main thing is that you don't want to overwhelm either the flavor of the beer or the food," Thornton explained. "You want to be bringing out the best in both flavors - the beer and the food," he added. 

Bitter things, such as certain kinds of salad greens, tend to stimulate the appetite, while sweets are satiating. Thornton suggests serving hoppy, bitter beers such as pale ales, Indian pale ales and bitters with appetizers, for example, to stimulate the appetite. 

But he also cautions not to pair bitter beers with items that are too biting, spicy or bitter. 

"You won't want to put them together with red chile because it too is a bitter substance and the pairing can be overwhelming together," Thornton said. 

For a red chile, you'd want something to take the edge off - such as a wheat ale or pilsner. 

Light and crisp-flavored beer can be matched with food with delicate flavors such as salads and pastas, Alexander said. 

Mexican lagers and wheat beers are good examples of lighter beers for lighter fare, Thornton said. "When served cold on a hot summer's day, you especially appreciate them" 

These beers tend to have a medium-malt character and mild, if any, hops, Thornton explained, so they go well with chips and dips, salads, grilled meats and just about any picnic fare. 

Brewers tend to produce beers that follow the season, using the ingredients that are available at that time. This same approach can help cooks decide on food and beer pairings, Dwyer said. 

Brown ales, porters and stouts - darker beers that are heavier in body - are traditionally produced more in colder weather months. These earthier flavors of the fall tend to go well with heavier foods such as rye breads and meats. 

Seasonal Christmas ales are spiced with cloves and allspice and go well with stolen (a yeasty, fruit and nut bread), chutney and cranberry relishes. 

Belgium brown, for example, pairs well with seared lamb with sautéed leeks and raisins, Thornton said. 

Beers with a malty, heavier flavor will overwhelm a salad, said Alexander, but can complement steamed lobster or foods served with caramelized onions. For example, Alexander suggests pairing roasted pork and caramelized onions with a brown ale or porter. 

Another popular pairing from one of Second Street's brewmaster dinners: a seared tenderloin or rabbit with a Hellesbock beer. 

"It gave it a dark, rich profile together," Alexander said. 

"If you have something without a sweet flavor in the food, you'll put to put it back in with the beer," Thornton explained. 

A good example of this is beer and desert pairings. Thornton said he often suggests a Scotch ale, stout, and porter with chocolate, as chocolate starts off bitter but has sugar added to it. In this case, the sugars from the stout or porter are added in. 

Cream stout goes well with vanilla ice cream, Alexander said, and dark, rich creamy beers (such as a stout) also can serve as desert by themselves. 

Cakes and pies go well with fruity beers such as a honey wheat or specialty fruit ales, where summer fare such as peaches, raspberries or strawberries are added to the beer when it's made. 

You can even use a beer to flavor food when you're cooking. As a general rule, the stronger the beer tastes, Thornton said, the less you should reduce it when cooking. The strong flavors will only be increased and any hoppy bitterness will become stronger rather than cook away. 

If you want to taste the beer flavors strongly, add a small amount at the end of the dish, Thornton said. 

And if you're still in doubt about which beer to pair with your food, Alexander suggested erring on the side of a lighter beer. 

"It's always easier to start with a lighter profile beer. These tend to go well with most everything, from pizza and spicy foods, to steamed fish and salads." 

To learn more about beer or beer-and-food pairings, check out www.beerhunter.com on the Web. 

Recipes: Following are some beer-and-food pairings suggested by Thornton and Alexander. 

From Chef Russell Thornton, Blue Corn Café & Brewery: 

ATOMIC CHEESE SOUP 

(Serves 6-8) 

4 slices raw, chopped bacon 

1/4 yellow onion, diced 

1 1/2 cups water 

1 1/2 cups Atomic Blonde Ale (or your favorite beer) 

2 cups heavy cream 

2 cups diced potatoes 

4 tablespoons chopped green chile 

1 pound American cheese 

6 tablespoons Parmesan cheese 

Pinch of thyme 

Dash of white pepper 

In a medium-sized pot, slowly heat bacon and cook 6-8 minutes. Add onion and cook until bacon is cooked through. Add water, beer and cream and bring to a boil. Add potatoes, green chile and seasonings. Reduce heat to a simmer and cover. Stir occasionally to keep potatoes from settling and sticking. 

When potatoes have softened (about 20 minutes), add cheeses and stir over very-low heat until completely melted. Don't boil after cheese has been added. 

Garnish with chopped green onions or chives if desired. Serve with more cold beer. 

APPLE SMOKED PORK CHOP WITH GINGER-JALAPENO RELISH 

(Serves 4) 

8 thick-cut pork chops (about 6-10 ounces each) 

Curing mixture: 

1 cup brown sugar 

1/2 cup kosher salt 

1 cup brown ale or oatmeal stout 

2 tablespoons cracked-black pepper 

6 cloves chopped fresh garlic 

3 bay leaves, broken 

1/2 teaspoon dried tarragon 

About 2 cups roughly broken pieces of apple wood 

Combine all seven ingredients for curing mixture. Lay pork chops in a deep pan or bowl (non-aluminum) and pour mixture over, coating all sides well. Allow to rest refrigerated for one to four hours. Remove chops and rinse well, then place on rack to allow to air dry for at least half an hour before cooking. (This may be done a day or two ahead.) 

Get your grill searing hot. Brown chops quickly on both sides, then place pieces of apple wood directly on coals and continue cooking with the lid closed until done. If you are using a gas grill, you can shape a shallow pan from aluminum foil, lay the wood in it and place it directly over flame. Wood will begin to smoke within a minute or two. Cracked pecan shells also work well, as will any small piece of hard wood, such as mesquite or oak. 

Serve with Ginger-Jalapeno Relish and oatmeal stout or a good American lager 

GINGER-JALAPENO RELISH 

(Makes about 2 1/2 cups) 

5 apples, cored peeled and diced 

2 tablespoons minced ginger 

2 tablespoons diced jalapeno 

1/2 onion diced 

1 teaspoon cinnamon 

1/2 teaspoon coriander 

Pinch of turmeric 

1 cup apple juice 

1/2 cup brown sugar 

1 tablespoon cornstarch mixed with 1 tablespoon cold water 

Place all ingredients, except for cornstarch and water, together in a saucepan. Bring to a boil, then reduce heat to a simmer. Cook for 10 minutes, or until liquid reduces by half. Stir in cornstarch mixture and return to a boil for 1 to 2 minutes. Remove and chill. 

High-altitude baking can be challenge so this recipe, along with the simplicity of preparation, makes it a sure winner, Thornton said. The flavors of nuts and chocolates pair well with stout and porter - it's just as good as milk and cookies, according to the chef. 

HIGH DESERT DIAMONDS 

8 eggs 

1 cup powdered sugar 

1 cup shelled pecans (or other nut of your choice) 

1 1/2 cups loosely broken chocolate cookies or chocolate graham crackers 

8 ounces semi-sweet chocolate chips 

Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Separate the egg yolks from the whites and place in separate mixing bowls. Whip egg whites until frothy and set aside. Add sugar to egg yolks and mix for a minute. Toss nuts and cookies in a food processor or put into a plastic bag and beat with a blunt object - such as that stout bottle you just emptied. Combine these with the egg yolk-sugar mixture, then fold in egg whites and chocolate chips. 

Place into a square (8 to 10-inch) greased baking pan. Bake approximately 10-12 minutes, or until inserted toothpick comes out clean. 

Cool completely and cut into diamonds by cutting vertically in 1-inch strips, then diagonally (starting from corner to corner) in 1-inch strips to create diamond shape. This will produce a few leftover triangles, which can be eaten immediately as a reward for a job well done. 

Boil brats in the half Pale Ale and half water mixture, along with the chopped sauerkraut and onions, for 10 minutes. Let sit until you're ready to grill. 

Grill brats and brown evenly. Serve on baked French rolls with sauerkraut and German mustard. Add melted provolone for extra flavor. Serve brats with a lighter ale, such as a Golden Ale or Pale Ale. 

"This combination will make you forget about wine altogether," Alexander said. 

LONDON BROIL WITH CREAM STOUT 

Steaks (sirloin, rib eye or T-bone suggested) 

1 cup stout 

1/2 cup Worcestershire sauce 

Kosher salt, to taste 

Coarse black pepper, to taste 

Carmelized onions 

Mashed potatoes 

Combine stout, Worcestershire, salt and pepper in a shallow bowl and marinate the steaks in the mixture in the refrigerator overnight. (Two to three hours of refrigeration will do in a pinch.) 

Grill or broil steaks. Slice against the grain in 1/4-inch wide strips. Couple steaks with caramelized onions (sliced onions slowly sautéed in clarified butter) and with your own favorite recipe for mashed potatoes and gravy. Serve with a full pint of not-too-cold cream stout. 

