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SAVOR REVIEW

The festival bills itself as 
an American craft beer 
and food experience. 2022 
was its � rst year after a 
pause for the pandemic. 
Anthony Gladman asks 
whether it managed to 
dish up the goods.

Savor has ended and I’m leaning 
against a wall by the exit watching 

faces in the crowd stream towards me. 
Just in front of me, staff members stand 
in a loose line. The nearest starts up 
a mantra. “Have a good night.” Every 
twenty seconds or so: “Have a good 
night.”
 The punters � owing to the exits have 
had much of their night already, but it’s 

only 10pm and nearby bars are hosting 
after parties. “Have a good night.”
 Savor is one of three � agship events 
run by the Brewers Association, alongside 
the Great American Beer Festival and 
the Craft Brewers Conference. This was 
its � rst run after a two-year gap (thanks, 
Covid) and its � rst in a new venue. 
 The Anthem, in Washington DC’s 
trendy Navy Yard district, usually hosts 
concerts – one attending brewer was 
last here to see Wu-Tang Clan.
 Like any prestigious event, it runs 
on an unglamorous underside of staff 
entrances and back-of-house ops. 
Earlier I had glimpsed the business-end 
of the night as I pinged from one 
unmarked doorway to another, trying to 
� nd the right place to collect my media 
pass. No one knew where to send me. 
 At one point I saw BA supremo 
Bob Pease enter through a door a little 

way down the street. When I followed, 
I found a hallway � lled with janitorial 
bric-a-brac but no Bob and no pass. 
Through the next I found caterers 
plating food – Savor’s whole deal is 
pairing beer and food together – in a 
space that felt busy and a little tense. 
 The third door � nally revealed PRs 
doling out lanyards that allowed me 
entry, Goodfellas-style, into the midst 
of the growing throng. Across the � oor, 
the main doors weren’t due to open 
for another hour, and the food was still 
nowhere to be seen, but brewers and 
VIP ticketholders were already enjoying 
a head start on the beers.
 The BA’s Events Committee 
worked hard on Savor during its hiatus, 
tweaking and refreshing the format. 
It needed it. In past years there had 
been problems getting the food out 
of the kitchens, and sometimes also 
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concerns over the beer list. 
 Breweries earn their place at Savor 
through a lottery system, which left some 
years feeling a little � at with a lack of big 
names to draw in the crowds. Tickets 
for Savor start at $144 and go up to 
$254 for VIP entry. Why pay a premium 
for so-so beer paired with missing food 
when you can go to other local events 
like Snallygaster (for $60–$120) and 
enjoy a beer list over twice as long?

Extended lists and lottery
Committee member Bill Butcher (founder 
and President of Port City Brewing Co.) 
explained to me a few days beforehand 
the changes the BA had made. The 
lottery for attending remains but the 
list has been extended from 75 to 100 
breweries. Breweries can also pay to 
bypass the lottery if they wish. 
 Perhaps more important was the 
new venue, in the “hottest neighbour-
hood in DC”. It provided Adam Dulye, 
the BA’s Executive Chef, multiple 
working kitchen areas compared to the 
single kitchen of Savor’s former home at 
the National Building Museum. 
 Dulye would also be working with an 
expanded team of chefs, many drawn 
from DC’s restaurant scene. They would 
bring “a fresh perspective on craft beer 
and food pairings,” Butcher said. “What 
Adam always asks people to do is to 

keep an open mind because he’s going 
to try to stretch people’s awareness of 
how beer and food can play together.”
 Squeezing between narrow rows 
of tables, I wondered how beer and 
food would even get together let alone 
play. The main part of the festival 
consisted of 64 tables huddled in front 
of the Anthem’s stage. The staircases 
and cloakrooms that usually kept gigs 
running smoothly prevented any further 
spreading out. Instead 28 more tables 

loitered upstairs in dark walkways 
behind the balcony seating. With the 
main body of the crowd yet to descend 
upon us, the venue already felt full.
 Well, nothing for it but to start 
sampling. I tasted a Czech-style pilsner 
from California’s The Lost Abbey, a 
Belgian-style session ale from Brewery 
Ommegang, a little sour ale from 
The Bruery that wasn’t listed in the 
programme. 
 They were all delicious in their little 

Washington DC’s trendy new 
venue, The Anthem. “We have a 
better sense of how to optimise the 
venue and look forward to 2023.”
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three-ounce pours, and there was still 
time to exchange a few short words 
with the brewers. As the � rst waiters 
appeared, trays of � nger food borne 
aloft, I watched with interest as they 
struggled to push between the rows. 
People � lched food from the trays 
before they reached their destination. 
The main doors had still not opened. 
How on earth was this going to work?

Beer and food pairings
But it did work, eventually. Things were 
shaky for an hour or so but improved 
once the catering team settled into a 
rhythm. Most brewers felt the pairings 
devised by Dulye and his team worked 
well and helped move their beer. 
 Shades Brewing’s Pina Colada 
fruited sour ale (6.5%) was delightful with 
a little stack of melon, basil and feta, all 
rounded off with a palate-resetting kick 
of heat from some Fresno pepper. 
 O’Connor Brewing Company 
pronounced itself “blown away” by the 
shrimp aguachile with orange, red onion 
and herb salad that appeared to accom-
pany its Surf Vesa Mexican Lager (5.2%). 
I enjoyed the charsiu pork fried rice with 
charred scallion and xo sauce alongside 
Dog� sh Head’s Hazy-O! hazy IPA (7.1%). 
 The Vanilla Abraxas milk stout (11.5%) 
from Perennial Artisan Ales paired superbly 
with a dinky nutmeg and cardamom 
dusted dark chocolate bomboloni. All the 
while waiters bustled to and fro.
 Some tables were more successful 
than others. There were some upstairs 
where the crowd formed � ve deep, and 

it was so dark I couldn’t read what it 
was I was drinking, barely see what it 
was I was eating.
 It left me wondering: what is this 
event really for? Does serving at Savor 
and seeing what Dulye pairs their beers 
with in� uence what brewers will do 
in their own taprooms? From those I 
spoke to, probably not. So perhaps it’s 
for the punters. 
 Does experiencing the pairings at 
Savor in� uence what people will look 
for when they next go out drinking? 
“We want to showcase the versatility of 
craft beer and emphasise how it can be 
brought to any occasion and any dinner 
table,” Dulye told me later by email. “We 
want to keep beer top of mind when 
testing their taste buds.” At least it puts 
out the idea that you can do more than 
sling lager and hot dogs.
 For brewers it means a chance to 
pour their beer in front of some in� uen-
tial people, writers and such, to whom 
they might not otherwise have access 
in their home markets. More importantly 
there’s the Hill Climb, a fringe event that 
puts brewers together with their elected 
representatives in the Capitol to lobby 
for their industry.
 And for the crowd there’s a simpler 
aim: to have a good time. I chat with 
one group of DC locals who tell me 
they prefer the old venue and complain 
of the chokepoints in this one. They 
say the event used to have “rock-star” 
breweries but now these are missing. 
 They say the food is a draw, as well 
as the chance to get together for some 

fun. They like that it is a local event. 
They also feel like Savor used to run 
until midnight but now the hours are 
shorter for the same ticket price.

Looking forward…
So was the night a success? Dulye, 
writing to me a few days after, said he 
was proud of the � avours he and his 
team worked on. “We brought heat 
and spice into play through brine, rubs, 
peppers and fermentation. We used 
acid to play off yeast and hops with 
vinaigrettes and � nishing vinegar. We 
brought more � avour combinations than 
we ever have to a Savor before.” 
 Yes, there were some problems 
with the space, but those can be � xed. 
Dulye tells me the BA will reformat the 
layout to improve the feel and � ow of 
the event next year. “We have a better 
sense of how to optimise the venue and 
look forward to 2023.”
 I think Dulye has it right. There were 
some snags, but it was a good night. 
When word reaches the brewers at 
9.55pm to stop pouring it seems the 
punters mostly feel the same. I can’t 
talk to everyone, but I can watch them 
as they leave. So here I am gauging 
their faces as they head towards the 
exit. Most are what you might call nicely 
oiled. They look happy. All the while our 
friend intones his “have a good night”. 
 It takes about 20 minutes for me to 
hear the � rst “thank you” in response. 
When I do, I take my leave and head out 
to the Bluejacket brewpub to continue 
my own night. Yes, I had a good one.
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