


Mead Experiment: Same Must, 12 Different Yeasts

By Chris P. Frey

Mead is an increasingly popular home and craft brewed beverage, but the current level
of available information is considerably less than that for making beer. One challenge
for mead makers is to really understand the contribution of flavors and aromas that
various yeast strains provide.

While mead yeasts have information available from their producers, virtually all of it
relates to their use in wine. Grapes have different nutrients, sugars, and flavor
compounds than honey. By using a dozen of the most popular strains under identical
conditions, this project provides another set of data points for mead makers to
reference.

Background

At two previous National Homebrewers Conferences (Chicago 2003 and Baltimore
2005) members of the Ann Arbor Brewers Guild (AABG) and the Fermental Order of
Renaissance Draughtsmen (FORD) homebrewing clubs put together presentations on
“Same Wort, Different Yeast.” In Chicago we served 16 kegs of a Belgian dubbel
fermented with 16 unique Belgian strains, and in 2005 it was 18 tripels, each fermented
with a unique strain. Experiments such as these allow us to better understand the
nuances and differences that these microscopic but critical creatures create in the
finished beer. When everything else is held constant (grain bill, hops, boil and chilling,
temperatures, days of fermentation, sanitation regimen, etc.) and only the yeast is
changed, its contribution to flavor, attenuation, and aroma becomes apparent.

During the 2014 National Homebrewers Conference in Grand Rapids, Mich., we
gathered a panel of judges to evaluate our mead samples to see what influence the
yeast had on our must. Our plan was to create a poster presentation to support the
mead track of the conference seminars and to serve the mead at the conference.

The Project

The AABG has the good fortune of having professional mead maker and The Compleat
Meadmaker author Ken Schramm as a longtime member. Additionally, we have an
impressive array of talented mead makers within our club of more than 170 members.



Our collective knowledge and experience base was deep and allowed for critical
thinking and discussions as we prepared to take on this project.

Schramm facilitated the purchase of a 55-gallon drum (660 pounds) of cold pressed
Michigan wildflower honey for the AABG. The experiment required only 20 gallons, so
members of the club eagerly purchased the surplus. The honey was obtained locally
from “the troll under the bridge,” Tom Reed, a beekeeper in Aloha, Mich. whose hives
are located under the Mackinac Bridge. The honey was sourced primarily from Trefoil,
Star Thistle, and Northern Michigan Basswood.

Wisps of cotton candy and other delicate aromas wafted from the drum of honey upon
opening. The process of cold pressing
preserves more of the volatile floral aromatics.

To get the honey pumped from the 55-gallon

drum, Schramm wrapped a heat band around

it, heating the honey to about 95° F, below the

threshold to cause any deleterious effects on

delicate aromas. The process de-crystalized

the honey as well as made it fluid enough to

pump from the drum to the awaiting buckets.

The honey has a ratio of 1.7:1 fructose to dextrose, so it tends to crystalize quickly.

The Process

We agreed to use the no-heat method to maximize the honey’s delicate aromas.
Additionally, no sulfates or other wild yeast inhibitors were used. All equipment was
carefully sanitized prior to coming into contact with the must.

A digital scale was utilized to ensure each new 7.9-gallon plastic bucket fermenter
received exactly 20 pounds of honey. Each bucket was topped off with water to exactly
the 6-gallon mark. The first gallon was warm to help dissolve the honey.

Each fermenter was provided a double dose of yeast—two smack packs of Wyeast, two
vials of White Labs, or two packs of dry yeast. For the dry yeasts, two packs were fed
three grams of Go Ferm in 106 to 110° F water and sat for 10 minutes prior to pitching.



Each bucket received about one minute of stirring, utilizing a drill with a paint stirrer tool
to blend the honey, nutrients, and water, as well as to oxygenate each fermenter.

The temperature of all the buckets was 68° F after the yeasts were pitched and initially
fed. It would have been preferable to start at a slightly lower temperature, but storing a
dozen 7+ gallon fermenters under temperature-controlled circumstances was beyond
the team’s capabilities.

By fermenting the meads side by side, we ensured that temperature was not a factor.
The experiment started in the fall, and the primary fermenters were stored on the
basement floor, keeping the ambient temperatures between 63 and 65° F throughout
the primary fermentation process.

A starting gravity of 1.125 was uniform across the fermenters. These were going to be
big or “sack” meads.

Each fermenter was labeled and the lids were put on. When dealing with 12 different
strains and identical fermenters, positive identification was a priority. Additionally, tape
was put on each fermenter so that daily feeds and CO, releases could be recorded.

Feeds of 2.8 grams of DAP and 4 grams of Fermaid K were provided on days 1, 2, 3,
and 4. Care was taken during each feed, since, as expected, large releases of CO,
were experienced with these additions and consequent stirs. Rocky heads of up to four
inches over the bucket lip occurred in some fermenters with as little as two to three stirs.
After about three to four days, the CO, releases were significantly reduced. During the
first three days, meads were stirred to release CO, at least twice daily.

The Yeasts

The yeasts were chosen via an online dialogue with club
members identifying their go-to yeasts, while others
suggested lesser known strains. The cutoff at a dozen
strains was somewhat arbitrary, but it provided ample
samples to test.

Wyeast 1056 was chosen as a “calibrator” yeast strain. It
probably isn’t anyone’s go-to yeast for mead, but it was



chosen because even the most novice brewer likely is familiar with it.
Fermentation

Gravity readings were taken a half dozen times during the 200-day fermentation period,
and the meads were racked over on day 28 and day 40. On day 28 they were moved
from plastic primary fermenters to glass carboys to reduce the potential oxygen uptake
through the plastic walls.

On day 40, the meads were moved off the floor and onto a lab bench and then racked
over to fresh carboys. This was to obtain gravity readings, provide clarification, and to
keep the temp in the low 60s, as winter was bringing the basement floor temperatures
down to the upper 50s.

While it is common practice to cover beer fermenters to keep light off of the brew, the
group was mixed as to the need to do this for meads. To err on the side of safety, they
were covered.

A finishing gravity hydrometer (purchased through Beer, Beer & More Beer) provided
accurate readings.

Kegging

After 200 days of fermentation, it was time to keg the meads in preparation for
delivering them to Grand Rapids. The meads likely finished weeks or even months prior,
but the carboys were clear and arrangements to borrow a dozen kegs had to be made
(a tip of the hat to Jason Henning!). Meads were carefully transferred and pressurized
under 12 pounds of nitrogen, as it was recommended by the club that nitrogen was a
more neutral gas to the aroma’s and flavor versus CO.,.

A call went out to some of the best local mead minds to help sample the resultant
meads and provide their senses of taste and aroma. Two meadery owners, two certified
mead judges, and two prolific mead makers from the club responded and an afternoon
of evaluation ensued.

The Results

Wyeast 1056 has a stated alcohol tolerance of
11 percent and it appeared that it wasn’t going



to budge much beyond 1.048 after two months. However, the finishing gravity was right
in the range of the other non-sweet blends. But the various descriptors for this neutral
ale yeast were staggering (see Table 1). They included peppery, anise, nutty, dank
mushroom, herbal, citrus, woody, sulfur, Chardonnay, orange, cinnamon, white grape,
and even fruit loops!

Several of the more familiar yeasts common to homemade mead makers fall into the
Champagne varietals, such as the Premier Cuvee, Lalvin 1116, and Lalvin 1118. These
also tended to showcase higher levels of alcohol and heat and lower perceived body,
according to the panel.

A few of the readings stood out (see Table 2). As expected, the two Sweet Mead yeast
strains from White Labs and Wyeast finished significantly higher than the others. The
other 10 strains all finished very dry. No attempts were made to stop fermentation.
These 10 finished around 16 percent ABV (sack), and as noted by the judging panel,
many were perceived as having higher perceived body than others.

Interestingly enough, while most shared similar alcohol levels, some were clearly
“hotter” than others. Schramm wondered if certain yeast strains generate more fusel
alcohols, leading to an increased perception of heat.

Judging and describing these meads led to a divergent set of feedback from the panel,
but many common threads can also be seen in the comments. What was clear was that
each yeast strain contributed its own unique characteristics. The meads were not
judged in the classic “competition” sense. The goal was to obtain perceptions and
descriptors of the flavors, aromas, and mouthfeel. Three stewards poured the meads
from the kegs in an adjoining room, so no one knew which strain of yeast they were
receiving.

Each would quietly take their samples and write down their thoughts, and then a group
discussion followed. The judges included:

e Ken Schramm, Ann Arbor Brewers Guild member and founder of Schramm’s
Meadery

* Paul Zimmerman, co-founder of B. Nektar meadery
* Dan Fick, CRAFT homebrew club member and certified Mead BJCP judge



e Gail Milburn, Motor City Mashers member and certified Mead BJCP judge

* Matt “In the Hat” Goebel, Ann Arbor Brewers Guild member and prolific mead
maker

* Phil Wilcox, Ann Arbor Brewers Guild and Prison City Brewers member, as well

as a prolific mead maker (note: Wilcox arrived late, so was not able to sample all
of the meads)

Thanks to this experiment and the generous donation of time from our judges, mead
makers now have some additional data points as they relate to these specific strains
and can take their understanding of their properties to new levels as they produce and
consume meads with friends and family.
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