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The beginnings of Brewery Vivant
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Jason Spaulding, owner of Brewery Vivant, a
Belgian-French-inspired brewery and taproom set
to open in Grand Rapids around the turn of the
year, is interested not only in making artisan beer
and food, but nesting these creations within the
community.

It's late November and after dark when Spaulding
and head brewer
Jacob Derylo meet
me at their Cherry
St. and Lake Drive
location to tell their
| story. The former
chapel, accented
by heavy oak
beams, iron hinges,
bricks and blocks
and stained glass
windows, makes a
proper setting for
beer originally

L L LG SRLERRETTEN hrewed and  sa-
by Weston Eaton vored by monks,
peasants and
nobles alike in agrarian communities along what
is now the Belgian-French border. Recreating these
beers calls for a reassessment of both methods
and values, as both Spaulding and Derylo ap-
proach their new en-
deavor with years of in-
dustry
Whereas the exponen-
tial success of many
contemporary craft brew-
eries has taken craft
beer on the path to-
wards efficiency, stan-
dardization and boom-
ing increases in geographic distribution,
Spaulding and Derylo want to pave another path.
How this results in a small Belgian-French brew-
ery is best understood in terms of their histories
with the brewing industry.

The tale of the new Brewery Vivant is then tightly
woven with the story of craft brewing in West Michi-
gan as a whole. This all starts with the steady
conversion of the noble American beer drinker.
The task before the 1980s early craft brewers
was first to recreate the rich flavors of beer then
found mostly elsewhere in the world, in European
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Over a pint at the Pickwick, across the street
from the new brewery, Derylo, in his mid-thirties,
reflects on how his moving from an established to
start-up brewery and from assistant to head
brewer changes things. Flexibility is the key here,
and Derylo stresses the clean slate he and
Spaulding stand before: “There’s no sales de-
partment telling you what to brew; we don’t have
a sales department. It's basically me waking up
saying, ‘this sounds like a good idea.” All these
good ideas, however, will be couched in the Bel-
gian tradition, a significant turn from most craft
beer production. This means changes in both pro-
duction and ingredients, resulting in beers dis-
tinct from most everything currently available in
12-ounce brown bottles. Unlike the heavily influ-
ential German brewing traditions, with their focus
on precise style specifications, procedures and
standards, Belgian beers are difficult to catego-
rize. As Derylo explains, “We’re not brewing beer
to style, we’re just making beer.” Spoken like a
true monk. In U.S. craft beer circles, classifying
and brewing Belgian-style beers has always been
a hot topic, and being inspired to brew a Belgian-
style beer is definitely nothing new. Few brewer-
ies, however, dedicate their entire portfolio to this
exploration. Derylo tells me Belgian beer results
from alterations in standard brewing practices and

ingredients, both of
which relate to the

experience. L h€ tale of the new Brewery grominence of yeast in

Vivant is tightly woven with

the story of craft brewing in
West Michigan as a whole.

their flavor profile.
Wherein American style
beers — ales and lagers
both — the flavor and
aroma and indeed color
of yeast is adamantly
neutral, or non-existent,
Belgian beers draw upon the exotic, spicy, estery
profiles of yeast. In practice, this requires longer
time in the fermentation tank and higher fermen-
tation temperatures. Ingredients then change as
hops take a more balanced or passive role and
traditional spices, herbs and sugars are added,
enhancing the yeast profiles. Originally, Belgian
beers developed hundreds of distinct flavor pro-
files, as their yeasts originated from the various
flora and fauna found in the orchards, hills and
fields around the region’s monastic and city brew-
eries, invited in through open windows and doors
to inoculate their worts. Exploring the multiplicity

places like Germany, the U.K., France and Bel-
gium. Homebrewers, the icono- F
clasts who unlocked beer’s his-
tory, now hoping to make a liv-
ing off their passion, turned
professionals and entrepre-
neurs. Success, however,
hinged on changing the be- [
havior of beer drinkers — con-
vincing them beer came in
more hues than gold. A new |l
beer “cultural turn,” coupled ji
with a general Epicureanism, !
has since taken hold, sprout-
ing partly from the foundations
laid by the area’s pioneering
breweries such New Holland
Brewing Company, co-
founded by Spaulding himself
in 1997 before parting ways.
Derylo too cut his teeth at New
Holland, stepping from home
to professional brewer and
staying with the company until
Spaulding presented a new
opportunity.

Spaulding worked on Brew-
ery Vivant’s business plan for
years, taking time to reflect on
exactly why he wanted to start
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another craft brewery. His pre- Spaulding and Derylo.

vious experiences with the growing industry
coupled with time spent discovering the world of
Belgian beers overseas led to a desire for a com-
munity-based business focused not on growth
and efficiency, but instead on achieving balance
and diversity. What this means to Spaulding is a
prioritizing of the local market, indeed the neigh-
borhood, over other places, a sort of “local-
centrism.” Quantitatively this means a target pro-
duction of about 5,000 barrels a year, no small
feat in itself, but unique in not only the craft beer
industry but any new business hopeful for suc-
cess. Meeting and sticking to this production tar-
get will afford Vivant the sense of place and au-
thenticity its creators are looking for. It also af-
fords freedom, time and space — all the ingredi-
ents necessary for brewing the kind of beers Derylo
intends to produce at Vivant.

of Belgian beer possibilities is Derylo’s goal. He
however, will be keeping windows closed and re-
lying on long established Belgian yeast strains.
As of yet, there is no specific line-up of beers to
be brewed, not even a flagship. | got the feeling
this would be putting the cart before the horse.
Only after some prying could | get Derylo to de-
scribe his intentions more succinctly, saying he’s
going for a “lighter, funky, ‘farmhousey, rustic kind
of beer that the peasants in Wallonia would have
drank.” Strongs, darks, sours and all other sorts
will follow. Moving to Brewery Vivant then is much
like a homecoming for Derylo, back to his home-
town and much closer to his homebrewing past,
rooted in experimentation and curiosity. Look for
him in the neighborhood, walking to work while
thinking of what he might put in the kettle later
that morning. And look for a grand opening soon.



