
 

FIRST ANNUAL PUB CRAWL 
 

Starting at 10:00 AM Saturday March 20 we board a Dadds Magic Bus  
from the parking lot north of  FOUNDERS 

 
First  stop ARCADIA in Battle Creek  with a tour and time for lunch. 

 
Then on to the new Kalamazoo Brewing (BELLS)    

 production facility for a tour. 
 

The next stop will be Kraftbrau Brewery Inc. for a tour and tasting. 
 

This stop will be just a short 2 blocks walk to; 
Olde Peninsula Brewpub & Restaurant 

and across the street from  
 

     Bells Eccentric Cafe 
 

  &   General Store 
 

We will arrive back in Grand Rapids around 6:00 PM 
 

$25.00     MARCH 20, 2004      $25.00 
 

See club officers for tickets 
 

Jeff Carlson  453-9601, Charlie Cope 868-6210 
 John Applegarth 361-0239 

 Jim Verlinde 285-6808,  Dan Humphrey  866-0997, or 
mail@primetimebrewers.com   

���  RUBBER 
CHICKEN 

WWW.PRIMETIMEBREWERS.COM                               FEBRUARY 2004 
Next meeting: Feb. 19th, 7:00 PM at Robert Thomas Brewery 



How to Win at  
Homebrew Competitions   

by Scott Russell  
   
The name of the game is better beer, not taking 
home medals. Tips for pleasing the judges, 
sticking to style, and keeping your beer out of 
trouble.  
   
There are two good reasons to enter a home-
brewing competition, and neither involves add-
ing to your trophy case.  
 
Number one is to challenge your brewing skills 
by trying to brew your own unique product 
within the guidelines of a specific style. Num-
ber two is to get objective feedback on your 
beer from people who are trained to evaluate it. 
And of course, because this evaluation system 
takes the form of contests, it’s a thrill to be rec-
ognized with a blue ribbon.  
 
Most of us brew because we enjoy the process 
and we enjoy the results: good fresh beer. We 
also enjoy that knowing smile and the warm 
feeling we get when someone else appreciates 
our labors. How many times have you handed 
your pride and joy to a friend or relative or 
even a total stranger and seen their eyes open 
wide, heard them say, "Wow, you made this?" 
It’s a rush, isn’t it?  
 
Still, if you want honest, detailed feedback the 
only way to do it is to get an objective opinion. 
That’s why thousands of homebrewers each 
year submit their beers anonymously to local, 
regional, and national competitions. There, 
trained and certified judges taste, test, and ana-
lyze each beer, write up a brief report, give it a 
score, and rank it against similar beers. If 
you’re interested in improving your beer, you 
can read that report and learn from it. If the 
system works right, the report will contain in-
formation that helps you make your next batch 
even better.  
 

What Beers to Enter  
 
There are essentially two schools of thought 
regarding competitions. The first says enter 
your best efforts only, and try to garner as 
many prizes and kudos as you can. Find out 
how your best beers, of which you are justifia-
bly proud, stack up against the best beers of 
other brewers.  
 
The second says submit beers you are not sure 
of, to find out what you are doing wrong or 
doing right, what you could improve, and how. 
Tap into the experience and objectivity of 
knowledgeable judges.  
 
It is also possible, of course, to do both. What 
follows is meant to be advice for those who are 
steering this middle course, brewing good beer 
already but still looking to improve and also 
looking to do well in competition.  
 
Judges have a different insight into what works 
in a competition. Each judge has his or her 
own preferences, pet peeves, and perception 
threshold, but most would agree on certain ba-
sic things regarding what makes a good entry 
and what doesn’t. The first consideration must 
be an awareness of style. Put simply, know 
what style of beer you have brewed, or plan to 
brew to the style you want to enter.  
 
There are three elements to this, and failure to 
pay attention to these elements is almost guar-
anteed to knock your beer out of the running. 
First and foremost, get a copy of, and read 
carefully, the style guidelines the competition 
is using. There are some differences in cate-
gory names, descriptions, and numbers such as 
bitterness and color measurements from one 
sanctioning body to another, so be sure you 
know the expectations up front.  
 
These guidelines include original gravity and 
terminal gravity parameters, color scale and 
bitterness levels, as well as descriptions and 



limits for other flavor, aroma, body, and ap-
pearance characteristics. If you want your entry 
to do well, be sure it fits these descriptions and 
ranges.  
 
Second, familiarize yourself with the style. 
Taste recognized commercial examples or 
award-winning homebrewed versions, if possi-
ble. If you have homebrewing friends or are a 
member of a club, exchange information and 
samples, compare notes, critique each others’ 
efforts. Read up on the history and traditions of 
the style. Start with any of Michael Jackson’s 
books (but don’t neglect Fred Eckhardt’s ei-
ther!) and go on to style articles in Brew Your 
Own or other publications, the 12 volumes in 
the Brewers Publications Style Series, and 
other sources. Then go back and check your 
recipe and taste your beer again.  
 
Last, get acquainted with the processes in-
volved in the brewing of the style. Not the ba-
sic universal mechanics, but the specific pieces 
that make this style distinct: mash tempera-
tures, hopping rates and schedules, boiling 
times, yeast cycles, fermentation temperatures, 
carbonation levels, and conditioning times and 
temperatures. How do they all affect the rec-
ipe? Do they contribute something to the style, 
above and beyond the ingredients? If so, make 
sure you control the process at every stage to 
ensure the best, most appropriate use of the 
recipe and ingredients.  
 
Another concern in judging beer is, of course, 
the ingredients used. The best recipe, the per-
fect process, will still yield an inferior beer if 
you are not using good ingredients. This means 
two things, freshness and appropriateness. If 
you use stale, slack grain, poor quality or old 
extracts, cheesy hops, or funky yeast, you have 
very little chance of brewing a good, to-style 
beer. Likewise, if your water isn’t the best, the 
quality of your beer will be diminished.  
 
Crack your grains just before using them. Use 

extracts and yeasts that are freshness-dated 
(and not yet expired). Use hops that have been 
properly packaged and stored. Weigh things 
carefully. Also, take into consideration the ap-
propriateness of the ingredients. Don’t use any 
old English pale malt and expect to be able to 
brew the perfect Czech pils. Don’t use black 
malt when roasted barley is called for, if you 
want your stout to be a stout. German hops will 
not work the same way as English or American 
hops in an IPA. And you probably do not want 
to use a high-alpha hop (such as Galena or Chi-
nook) to give subtle hop aroma to a kölsch. A 
Belgian Trappist yeast will definitely change 
the nature of your Munich dunkel, and proba-
bly not for the better.  
 
Brewing Tips  
 
Two major pieces of the process will strongly 
affect how your beer scores at a competition. A 
trained judge will instantly recognize a beer 
that has been produced with these in mind.  
 
First, cleanliness. Keep it clean, at every phase. 
If you have gotten any kind of contamination 
or impurity at any point in the process, it will 
show. If you’ve rushed the process or done 
anything less than a "clean" job, there will be 
traces of it. It may be a taste: an off-flavor, a 
sourness, a bitterness, a harshness. It may be 
aromatic: skunkiness, dimethyl sulfide, acetone 
fuminess. It may be a cloudy or hazy appear-
ance, a discoloration, excessive deposits of 
proteins or something else in the bottle, a ring 
around the neck.  
 
Most of these flaws can also be the result of 
poor handling after the brewing is done. If the 
beer is too old, past its prime, it can have stale, 
cardboardy, vegetable, sherry-like flavors and 
aromas, even metallic or minerally harshness. 
Green beer (racked or packaged before com-
pletion of the fermentation cycles) will often 
be cloudy, harsh, overly sweet, out of balance, 
even overcarbonated. Storage at an improper 



temperature promotes the growth of contami-
nants, accelerates oxidation and staling flavors, 
and turns your beer to vinegar in extreme 
cases. This is one of the leading causes of a 
judge’s favorite, the gusher. Beer stored and 
aged too cold may fail to carbonate properly.  
 
So if you’re sure you’ve brewed a beer that fits 
the style guidelines — you’ve used fresh, ap-
propriate ingredients and you’ve kept it clean 
and handled it well — you’re ready to enter.  
 
Think ahead; know when the competition will 
take place, and set aside the beers you wish to 
enter (most competitions ask for two or three 
12- to 16-ounce bottles of each entry). Allow 
enough time for the beer to condition and car-
bonate properly but not to age too much.  
 
A couple of weeks before the entry deadline, 
double check your stock to make sure you have 
enough to enter. And then taste one. Try to 
think like a judge, if you aren’t one. Ask the 
questions a judge might ask. Read the guide-
lines and descriptions as you taste it. If you can 
get hold of a score sheet from a competition, 
try your hand at filling it out (it’s very difficult 
to be objective!).  
 
Fill out the entry forms, again making sure you 
have the right category and subcategories, re-
check the deadlines, fees, and addresses, and 
send it off. And stop worrying. It’s now out of 
your hands. You’ve done all you can do. But 
be sure to save a bottle to drink when you get 
the score sheets back.  
 
When the score sheets do come back, read 
them carefully. Hang up your ribbons, cash 
your prize checks right way, but then read the 
score sheets again. Take out that bottle you 
saved, open it, and rescore it along with the 
judges. They will most likely have judged it 
with less information than you have about the 
ingredients and process that you used.  
 

You may find some of their comments irrele-
vant, but don’t take that personally. On the 
other hand, because they don’t have anything 
personally invested in it, they may be closer to 
the truth than you can hope to be. Take their 
comments, suggestions, and questions seri-
ously but not personally. If you’ve made a 
brewing mistake, if your beer has a flaw, it 
doesn’t mean you’re a bad person. Sit down 
immediately and tweak your recipe so that you 
can brew it again, only better. That’s why you 
entered it in the first place.  
Scott Russell is a BJCP-certified judge and co-author of 
the Seven Barrel Brewery Brewers’ Handbook (G.W. 
Kent Inc.).  Article reprinted from BYO magazine  
 
From the Prez: 
 This month has been a busy one, we have had two ses-
sions of the Flavor-Active tastings and will have the 
final one next Tuesday night.  We’ve had a good turnout 
for both nights so far, about 12 each time.   
The officers met and we have laid the plans for our Pub 
Crawl, details will accompany the newsletter.  Tickets 
are available from club officers, we will take orders 
from club members first, then open it up to any and all.  
So have your money ready at this months meeting.   
This month’s speaker will be Todd Carlson and he will 
be speaking about Water Chemistry for the homebrewer.  
Todd is a chemistry professor at Grand Valley and has 
recently joined our club.   
This past week I attended the first meeting of the Michi-
gan Hard Cider Club, an informal group being organized 
to help those interested in pursuing and perfecting the 
production of Michigan hard cider.  It was held at Uncle 
John’s cider mill north of St. Johns.  Mike Beck, of Fruit 
House Winery 
was our host. At the meeting I met Patrick O’Conner, a 
doctoral student/research assistant for Michigan State 
University.  MSU has developed a Michigan hard cider, 
and they would like to “test” the acceptability of this 
new cider.   Unfortunately it is not ready this month, but 
should be available by our next meeting. So we have set 
next month’s meeting to include this evaluation and 
presentation by Patrick. 
Speaking of Cider, don’t forget this months style is Ci-
der, bring an extra bottle as a few people who attended 
the hard cider meeting expressed an interest in coming 
to our meeting and tasting a few of our homemade ci-
ders. 
One last thing, the homebrew party sponsored by Sicili-
ano’s is a sellout, but Steve said that PTB members may 
still be able to get a ticket, call Steve if you’re interested.  
See you this Thursday. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Club Only Competition 
Calendar 

 
2004 

January: Stout  (16) 
February: Cider (26) 
March: Mead (25) AHA COC 
April: Extract* (All Categories) AHA COC 
May: Wheat Beer ( 17) AHA COC 
June: Michigan Basement (Best of Cellar) 
September: Smoked Beer (23) AHA COC 
October: IPA  (7) AHA COC 
*At least 50% Extract 
 
Individual Competitions can be found at: 
www.beertown.org 
 

2003 
Brewer of the Year  
(FINAL) Standings 

Jeff Carlson  48 
Dan Humphrey 44 
John Applegarth 42 
Paul Bierlein  20 
Charlie Cope  16 
Rich Gretz  12 
Art McLaughlin 12 
Eric Fouch   8 
Dave Kilgore   4 
Todd Weston    4 
Steve Peterson   4   
Larry Simonson 2 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Club Officers 
 
President:  Jeff Carlson  

(carlsonj@gvsu.edu) 
Vice Pres.:  Charlie Cope 

(crcope@i2k.com) 
Treas.:  John Applegarth 

(johnapplegarth@msn.com) 
Secy & RC Editor: Jim Verlinde  

(Jim_Verlinde@KoolToyota.com) 
 
Webmaster: Dan Humphrey  

(webmaster@primetimebrewers.com) 
Yeastmaster: Eric Fouch  
Foodmeisters: 
  Art McLaughlin  
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WEBBERVILLE 800-765-9435 

www.thingsbeer.com  

PLEASE SUPPORT OUR SPONSORS.PLEASE SUPPORT OUR SPONSORS.  

  
THEY SUPPORT US!THEY SUPPORT US!  



616-281-5870 


