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Fruity beers – Tracking the 
Belgians
DIFFERENT INGREDIENTS | Well-versed brewers know the main 

ingredients of  beer – water, malt, hops. And a bit of  yeast, that’s 

actually all that a beer needs. But is it really all? When having a 

look at Belgian beers, it’s difficult to avoid beers brewed with other 

ingredients, such as fruit. But why are they contained in beer?

LET’S BROWSE HISTORY a bit. 
Tradition has it that the ancient Egyp-
tians added fruit to beer. One can only 
speculate about the reason. Some say 
simply for improving taste; others say 
that addition of  fruit introduced more 
fermentable sugar, raised the alcohol 
content and made the beers “more in-
toxicating”.

In the records of  later centuries, reci-
pes are found again and again describ-
ing addition of  fruit to beer, but none 
of  these beers established themselves. 
But wait – some will say –, what about 
e.g. Belgian Kriek? However, this Belgian 
speciality including sour cherries isn’t as 
old as many would like to think. Kriek was 
brewed, in significant quantities, and sold 
as of  the 1930s. Beers such as Framboise 
Lambic made their appearance quite late, 
brewing of  these beers started only in the 
1950’s. 

When the craft beer movement began in 
the United States, these fruit beers in par-

ticular experienced an unprecedented re-
vival. But that’s not all: variations and new 
creations were to follow. Almost all fruits de-
scribed botanically to date, have meantime 
made their way into beer in some form or an-
other. But cherries and raspberries, the best 
known Belgian representatives, maintain 
“classic” status.

And how is a Kriek or a Framboise Lambic 
brewed? There is no simple way of  answer-
ing that question, so let’s have a look behind 
the scenes. Though cherries as a fruit made 
their way very late into beer, they played a 
big role in beer brewing and, in particular, 
in brewing Lambic quite some considerable 
time before then. Around Brussels, there 
used to be large cherry tree plantations, a 
natural habitat for wild yeasts that were 
required for spontaneous fermentation of  
beers brewed in the surrounding breweries.

If  one wants to brew an “authentic” 
Kriek or Framboise, one would have to 
travel to Brussels and hope to catch the right 

yeasts during fermentation. A privilege that 
not many brewers can expect to have be-
stowed on themselves.

lCharacter of fruit beers

As would be expected, fruit beers have a 
fruity aroma. In most instances, this is aug-

mented by an acidic touch as many 
fruit beers undergo lactic acid fer-
mentation, in addition to alcoholic 
fermentation. Hence, they could 
also be classified as sour beers.

Investigating the Fruit Lam-
bic that all have to have a certain 
acidity, another taste component 
comes into play, the so-called “wet 
horse blanket”, a flavour formed 
mainly by yeasts of  the Brettano-
myces species.

Beer colour is influenced pri-
marily by the fruit used. Kriek 
beers are mostly red to dark red, 
Framboise Lambic range from 

pink to bright red and also to dark red. 
Some fruit beers have colours not resem-
bling fruit but rather “classic” beer colours.

Classic Fruit Lambics are usually highly 
attenuated beers though still having a 
good to very good fullness. In particular the 
fruit components contribute the necessary 
body.

Bitterness is largely masked in favour of  
fruity flavours. Fruit Lambic is character-
ised by the fact that aged hops are intention-
ally used. On the one hand, this serves to 
contribute a very special aroma and, on the 
other hand, the hops are primarily added to 
raise the beer shelf-life and not to impart bit-
terness. 

But not all fruit beers are, by definition, 
a Fruit Lambic or a sour beer. Meantime, 
many variations are brewed, also using cul-
tured yeast, deliberately without lactic acid 
fermentation.

lPreparation of fruit beers

As mentioned, most fruit beers are highly 
attenuated so as to highlight the refreshing 



character of  the fruit aroma. The basis for a high fi-
nal attenuation should be created already during the 
grist load. This is taken into account in Fruit Lambic 
in that 30 to 40% of  unmalted wheat is used. Other 
grist components are usually dominated by Pilsner 
malt, though other malts such as Munich malt or 
caramel malt serve as supplements. Original grav-
ity of  the classic types such as Kriek or Fruit Lambic 
ranges from 12 to 14 °P.

Mashing usually takes the classic route, mash-
ing-in is done at 50 °C, followed by a 30 minutes 
rest. Heating to 63 °C is followed by a rest of  30 to 
45 minutes. In most instances, another rest at 68 °C 
follows; this lasts between 5 and 10 minutes in order 
to increase final attenuation once more. After a rest 
of  20 minutes at 72 °C, the mash is heated to mash 
transfer temperature of  76 °C. 

60 to 70 minutes are usually sufficient for boiling. 
Hop addition is recommended at the start of  boiling 
with bitter hops to reach about 3 to 5 BU. In the case 
of  Fruit Lambic, the second hop addition should take 
place between 15 and 30 minutes after start of  boil-
ing, using aged (about 2 to 3 years) aroma hops. It 
is also possible to add fresh aroma hops with an ad-
ditional fruity note. Citra, Cascade or Mandarina Ba-
varia would contribute an additional citrus flavour 
though Melon would also be very attractive. Care 
must be taken that bitterness does not become too 
dominant, the target should be between 10 and 15 
BU.

Fermentation poses a challenge. It’s of  course 
possible to use the classic in-house yeast strains. 
By tradition, fruit beers tend to be top-fermented 
though some bottom-fermented ones are also avail-
able.

It’s more difficult to create the sour note. Pedio-
coccus and Lactobacillus cultures can be obtained. 
But experience has shown that the taste of  these 
beers can hardly match that of  beers having been 
infected and undergone spontaneous fermentation. 
And that’s what makes an authentic Kriek so special.

There is still much room for experimenting, the 
lees of  Lambic beers is also sometimes used even 
though the microorganisms still active are not 
100 % known.

Addition of  fruit during main fermentation is 
another point at issue. The type and method of  ad-
dition is also again under discussion. Should the 
fruit be chopped up, should it just be slightly crushed 
so that the green beer can penetrate and extract? 
Let’s take a look at both options. When adding, e.g., 
cherry puree, it is advantageous that the aromas are 
transferred to the beer in the shortest time possible, 
that fructose is accessible to yeast and that fermenta-
tion proceeds rapidly and without any hitch. When 
taking whole cherries, slightly crushing them so 
that their skins burst, the extraction process and fer-
mentation proper proceed significantly more slowly. 

The taste profile resulting from each option is also 
different. The same naturally also holds true for 
other fruit.

Dosing is another “question of  faith”. Some 
brewers will add fruit at a measured pace (up to 
about 5 kg/hl). It is also not uncommon to add 
between 10 and 20 kg of  fruit during main fer-
mentation and then another batch during subse-
quent secondary fermentation. Some fruit beers 
thus contain up to 25 kg/hl of  fruit.

When applying the classic top-fermenting 
method and fermentation temperatures between 
18 and 21 °C, fermentation is usually over after 
a number of  days. After fermentation, the green 
beer is transferred.. In addition to classic hosing 
into tanks, transfer into tanks, wooden barrels are 
increasingly being used for maturation of  green 
beer.. Depending on the method of  fruit prepara-
tion, a transfer into the storage vessel (when fruit 
is simply slightly crushed) or removal of  the fruit 
during hosing (when using fruit puree) is recom-
mended. When the fruit is removed, fruit is usu-
ally added again for secondary fermentation. 
With transfer into wooden barrels, the carbona-
tion process is somewhat more elaborate. During 
bottling, sugar or wort has to be added again, fol-
lowed by bottle fermentation. When secondary 
fermentation takes place in pressure tanks, this 
step can be dispensed with, and the desired CO2 
concentration can be adjusted right away.

When transferring beers, solids should have 
settled as much as possible as filtration usually 
follows, but this is not mandatory, in particular 
in instances when storage resulted in sufficient 
beer pre-clarification. Centrifuges have also been 
helpful indeed in clarifying fruit beer.

Pasteurisation is another question of  philoso-
phy. These fruit beers usually contain quite a col-
ourful mix of  microorganisms that remain active 
after bottling. In the era of  increasingly extended 
best before dates, some brewers tend to pasteurise 
their fruit beers. Though the fresh fruity taste of  
these beers will be maintained for longer periods, 
the ageing process, e.g. in particular in a Fruit 
Lambic, is a very fascinating one as still other 
aroma components make themselves felt in the 
course of  time.

Like sour beers, fruit beers need indeed several 
months until the optimal point in time for enjoy-
ing them has been reached. 

Overall, fruit beers, be it Kriek, Fruit Lambic or 
other types, are a very interesting product group 
inspiring more and more beer drinkers. It is im-
portant that brewers never lose their penchant 
for experimentation. Even the most precise in-
structions cannot replace the wealth of  experi-
ence that brewers have acquired in many years of  
experimenting.  ■


