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M y quest to brew a beer 
using only local ingredi-

ents was not off to a good start. After 
a week of calling north Georgia 
farms looking for grain to brew 
with, the only thing I had to show 
for it was the advice at left. And 

water. I live less than a mile from the Chattahoochee River—Atlanta’s pri-
mary water source—so my water is as local as it gets. 

It has never been easy to brew beer in the South. Hops and barley prefer 
cooler and more northerly climates. But it has been done. Not long after mov-
ing to Tybee Island, Ga., in 1736, British Maj. William Horton planted barley 
and built a brewhouse. I like to believe it was at the top of his to-do list.   

Horton’s noble experiment didn’t last. But in a part of the country with deep 
agricultural roots and a fast-growing appreciation for craft beer, I was going 
to make a go at brewing a truly local beer.
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By Coleman Wood

“It would be much 
easier if you tried 
making apple brandy 
or corn whiskey.  
That stuff grows  
much better here.”

It Takes a Village: 

Beer
Local

Brewing 
a Truly
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admirable goal of helping to create a truly 
sustainable craft beer that was environ-
mentally conscious and supported the local 
economy. The problem is that the two-row 
spring barley most commonly used for 
malting does not grow in North Carolina. 
Instead, they use a six-row winter variety. 
Not only did they have to learn how to floor 
malt—doing stints at the Canadian Malting 
Barley Technical Centre in Winnipeg and 
Copper Fox Distillery in Virginia in the 
process—but they faced the uphill battle 
of overturning decades-old opinions about 
the inferiority of six-row barley.

“I put myself in that camp as well,” 
Manning said. “When we first started 
doing this, I was quite skeptical that 
six-row barley could make a smooth, 
rich-tasting beer. Through working with 
the product extensively over the past 18 

So now I had two doubters, but I wasn’t 
ready to give up yet. I still needed malt, so 
I started looking for the closest malthouse. 
Luckily, I only had to look 200 miles 
north of Atlanta to find it. Asheville, N.C., 
is a beer lover’s mecca and a place with 
a passionate love for locally made food. 
Thankfully, two men there had an even 
more ambitious idea than I did— they 
wanted to malt their own barley using 
only locally grown grain.

Brent Manning and Brian Simpson started 
Riverbend Malt House in 2010 with the 

Barley Getting Started
My initial attempts to find Georgia-
produced barley failed spectacularly. 
A homebrewer friend who also is very 
involved with north Georgia’s local farm-
ing community suggested alternative 
grains such as sorghum and millet, which 
do grow in the South. But he didn’t rec-
ommend them, on account of undesirable 
flavors and difficulty of malting.

“Frankly, beer is very unsustainable in the 
South, which is why I have a preference 
for brewing mead,” he said. 

Southern Belle 
Blonde Ale
Ingredients  
for 5.5 U.S. gallons (20.8 liters)

8.0 lb  (3.6 kg) Riverbend six-
row* pale malt 

4.0 lb (1.8 kg) Riverbend  
six-row* heritage malt

1.0 oz.  (28 g) whole dry Cascade 
hops (60 min.)

0.5 oz.  (14 g) whole dry Cascade 
hops (30 min.)

1 T.  (15 g) Irish moss (15 min.)
1.66 T.  (18 g) yeast nutrient  

(15 min.)
5 Seasons ale yeast (substitute any 

neutral American ale 
yeast)

*Note: Six-row kernels are smaller 
than two-row kernels, so narrow 
the gap slightly on your mill when 
crushing the grain for maximum 
efficiency.

Original Gravity: 1.056  
(72% efficiency)

Directions
Single-infusion mash at 158° F (70° 
C) for 60 minutes. Boil for 60 minutes 
and add hops at specified intervals.
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months, I can honestly say that in only 
a very limited number of occasions have 
I tasted a distinct grainy astringency, 
and that has only been under very cool 
fermenting temperatures and with certain 
strains of yeast.”

Riverbend educates its farmers about soil 
additions that increase the carbohydrate 
content of the grain while reducing its 
protein content, which creates a product 
more like two-row barley than the six-row 
of the past. Seven Carolina breweries now 
use their grain, and two of them, Asheville’s 
Wedge Brewing Company and Durham’s 
Fullsteam Brewery, use the malt year-round. 

“Just like people buy local, shop local and 
eat local, we want people to drink truly 
local beer,” Manning said. 

Floor malting barley is a labor of love for Brent Manning and Brian Simpson of Riverbend Malt House.
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Hopping the Fence
Finally, I had kindred spirits. Now, I 
needed hops. This turned out to be the 
easiest ingredient to find. Though hops 
don’t grow well in southern climates, it 
hasn’t stopped many homebrewers from 
trying. One of these pioneers was a friend 
who has been growing Cascade hops in 
his backyard for several years. It took 
little convincing for him to let me keep 
some of his hops in exchange for helping 
him harvest. 

Backyard growers have long been able to 
cultivate hops in less-than-ideal climates. 
It’s easy to baby two or three plants 
regardless of the climate. However, it is 
not very likely that hops will ever be com-
mercially viable in the South the way they 
are in the Pacific Northwest. 

A custard dish (above) can be used for capturing wild yeast.
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“Hops are a more northern latitude plant,” 
said Scott King, an agricultural exten-
sion associate at North Carolina State 
University. “They need a longer summer 
day to fulfill their potential. That is their 
biggest and most immediate limiting fac-
tor, which you can’t do much about.” 

King and his colleagues recently com-
pleted a study of the commercial viability 
of growing hops in North Carolina. His 
findings show that regardless of variety, 
plant yields are approximately 80 percent 
less than in more northern latitudes, with 
shorter summer day length being the 
primary cause. The type of hop also made 
a big difference, with newer American 
varieties with higher alpha acid content 
yielding the most cones. Some more aro-
matic and European varieties produced 
no cones at all. 

“The fact that variety differences were so 
stark is just remarkable,” King says. “I 
didn’t expect variety differences to be that 
pronounced.”

The Yeast of My Problems
The only ingredient I had left to obtain 
was wild yeast, and the only tools at my 
disposal were a complete lack of post-
secondary science education and enough 
naïve enthusiasm to prevent that from 
stopping me. While buying malt extract 
at my local homebrew shop, I struck up 
a conversation with the owner about my 
quest. His response was like the Greek 
chorus I had been hearing since I began. 

“I guess you can catch wild yeast around 
here, but it’s not going to taste any good,” 
he said. 

My first few attempts did not go well. I 
tried leaving a mixture of malt extract and 

A custard dish (above) can be used for capturing wild yeast.

water on my apartment balcony overnight, 
but all I got after a few days was a liquid 
that smelled like old cheese wrapped in 
an even older sock. Next, I created a solid 
malt extract using agar and put it into a 
custard dish, which was substituting for 
a petri dish. With this method, I could 
physically see the different things growing 
on the surface and separate the yeast cells 
from everything else.  
 
Of course, I didn’t exactly know what 
yeast looked like apart from what I bought 
at the homebrew shop. So, I made my 

best guess and swabbed what I thought 
was yeast into a starter then pitched it into 
my carboy on brew day. Four weeks later, 
I was dumping out a beer that tasted like 
pure sulfur. My collection method turned 
out to be the problem. 

“Rather than capture yeast from the air, 
we find a more concentrated form that 
is already growing on the skins of fruit. 
So far, it’s been very successful,” said 
David Thornton, a research associate with 
Clemson University’s Sustainable Biofuels 
program who specializes in cellulosic 

“Breweries creating  
similar styles of beer 
will often share yeast 
as a way of extending  
its life cycle and  
sharing in the cost.”
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ethanol, which is like brewing but with 
fuel as the end product. 

Last summer, Thornton, who is also a 
homebrewer, received grant funding to 
study the wild yeast growing around 
Clemson. Taking cues from the sponta-
neous fermentation methods of saison 
brewers in the past, Thornton and his 
team went out to Clemson’s experimental 
farm, crushed up ripe fruit in sterile con-
tainers, and sealed them up after a few 
hours’ exposure to open air. If fermenta-
tion occurred, they built up the yeast cell 
count by pitching the mixture in stronger 
and stronger starters until it was ready 
to brew. If I had talked to him a week 
earlier, I may have been able to save my 
first batch.

Dejected and running out of time, I had 
to think fast. I regularly volunteer at 5 
Seasons Brewing, a local brewpub, and 
they always have plenty of yeast leftover 
from brewing. Granted, this solution was 
not truly local, but it was more local than 
I thought. 

5 Seasons actually gets its yeast from 
nearby Terrapin Beer Co., whose brew-
master has a longstanding relationship 
with the brewpub. This idea of sharing 
yeast is actually fairly common in the 
craft beer world. 

“It reflects the whole craft beer industry, 
in that there is a mentality of ‘you show 
me your cards and I’ll show you mine,’” 
said Matt Williams, formerly a brewer 
at 5 Seasons and Atlanta craft beer pio-
neer Dogwood Brewing Company who 
is now a sales rep for Left Hand Brewing 
Company. According to Williams, brew-
eries creating similar styles of beer will 
often share yeast as a way of extending its 
life cycle and sharing in the cost. 

“The fact that you’re building a relation-
ship is what’s important,” he adds. 

This arrangement has the added benefit 
of creating a stronger sense of commu-
nity within the competitive craft brew-
ing industry. It also trickles down to 
the homebrewing community. Williams 
commented that breweries often have 
excess yeast that they gladly share with 

Capturing Yeast
Method 1: Capturing via malt extract

1.  Create a solid agar plate: Mix together 1 cup water and 2 tablespoons dry 
malt extract. Bring to a boil, then add 1 tablespoon agar (available in the Asian 
food section at specialty grocery stores). Boil for five minutes, stirring occa-
sionally. Remove from heat, then pour into a sterile petri dish (a custard dish 
with a clear lid will also work). Seal lid. Mixture will solidify as it cools.

2.  Open lid and expose to your capture environment. Locations near fruit 
orchards and beehives work the best. Leave exposed for several hours. 

3.  Reseal lid and place in a dark, room-temperature location for 1-3 days. 

4.  Once growth occurs on the plate, sterilize a loop and use it to scrape small 
pieces off the yeast colonies. Stir the loop into a weak starter containing a 
mixture of dry malt extract and warm water. 

5.  Once signs of fermentation begin, create a slightly stronger starter of dry malt 
extract and warm water. Pour only the liquid from your original starter into the 
new starter. Leave the sediment at the bottom of the container behind, as this 
could contain undesirable organisms. 

6.  Once fermentation begins with the new starter, transfer into a strong starter, 
again only transferring the liquid. This will increase the yeast cell count and 
the alcohol content, which will lower the pH and inhibit the growth of any-
thing besides yeast. 

7.  If you are not confident you have the cell count to brew beer, keep transfer-
ring the yeast into stronger starters. Remember, only transfer the liquid, which 
contains the healthiest and most active yeast. 

Method 2: Capturing via fresh fruit

1.  Sterilize a collection container (any bowl will do) and a fermentation container 
(preferably an Erlenmeyer flask or a clear growler bottle).

2.  Take to a location containing ripe fruit that is ready to harvest. 

3.  While wearing sterile gloves, pick the ripest fruit off the plant. Overripe fruit 
is best, since sugars will already be secreting outside of the skin, attracting 
yeast. Place the fruit into your collection container, crush into pulp, and leave 
exposed to the open air for several hours. 

Note: A spray bottle containing ethyl alcohol or vodka can help you sanitize 
while in the field. 

4.  Pour the inoculated mixture into your fermentation container and seal with an 
air lock. 

5.  Once signs of fermentation have begun, build the yeast count up via starters 
as described in Method 1. Make sure you have strained all fruit juice out of 
your starter before brewing, as this could contribute undesired flavors.

Keep in mind that your nose is the best tool to decide if you have yeast or 
something else. 
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homebrewers, who simply have to polite-
ly ask and be willing to wait to collect 
their yeast. 

With my 5 Seasons-by-way-of-Terrapin 
yeast in hand, I tried brewing again. I 
borrowed more hops from my friend and 
luckily had another bag of grain from 
Riverbend. I brewed my beer, said a little 
prayer, and waited.

A Southern Belle is Born
A little over a month later, I had a ses-
sionable blonde ale that I affectionately 
came to call Southern Belle. It did taste 
a little thin—all of my malt had been 
crushed when I brewed my first batch, 
so a month later when I brewed again 
it had lost some efficiency. Still, it was 
within style. It could’ve also used some 
additional hops, but when you are using 
the homegrown variety, you only have 
a general idea of your alpha acid level. 
It also had a slightly fruity taste, which 
Williams told me was one of the byprod-
ucts of the ale yeast. It wasn’t perfect, but 
it was local enough for me.

Yes, I was happy that I knew exactly 
where all my ingredients came from. But 
I was happier about the community that 
was opened up to me during the process. 
Through brewing friends both old and new, 
I discovered that the brewing community 
in a place as sprawling as the Southeast is 
actually much smaller than I thought. 

Coleman Wood is an avid gardener, 
homebrewer, and freelance writer 
who has written extensively about 
the rise of Atlanta’s craft beer scene. 
He lives in Atlanta, Ga. 

Small Malt Houses  
in the U.S.
Colorado Malting Company 
Alamosa, CO
www.coloradomaltingcompany.com

Michigan Malt Co. 
Shepherd, MI
www.facebook.com/michiganmalt

Rebel Malting Company 
Reno, NV
www.rebelmalting.com

Riverbend Malt House 
Asheville, NC
www.riverbendmalt.com

Skagit Valley Malting 
Mt. Vernon, WA
www.skagitvalleymalting.com
Not in production yet, but their first  
product is expected by the second  
quarter of 2013.

Valley Malt 
Hadley, MA
www.valleymalt.com

“Just like people  
buy local, shop local 
and eat local, we 
want people to drink 
truly local beer.” 


