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It’s October 2022 and I’m en route to 
Kortrijk – or Courtrai, if you prefer – on 

a journey long delayed by the pandemic. 
The � rst ever Oud Bruin festival, devised 
and hosted by Brouwerij ‘t Verzet, is 
� nally going ahead and I aim to explore 
the style in closer detail.
 It’s not a beer you see much in the 
UK. I have an idea of what I’m in for: 
beers that are darkish, tart and tannic. 

My understanding grows fuzzy around 
the edges though. Why are some called 
red and some brown? Is there really a 
difference?
 It can be this way with Belgian 
beers. They may seem de� ned at � rst 
but when you look closer lines blur. 
They’re quantum beers. Everything is 
vague, historical but not written down, 
a mass of “well that’s how we’ve always 

done it but those guys down the road 
do it differently”.

Terrifying decline
Brouwerij Liefmans Oud Bruin, made in 
Oudenaarde, in East Flanders, is one of 
the prime exemplars of the style.
 Marc Coesens is the Site Manager 
at Liefmans. He moved there in 2008 
from Duvel Moortgat, when it bought 
the bankrupt Liefmans brewery, but 
his connection to their Oud Bruin goes 
back further. He grew up in Oudenaarde 
and remembers the beer from his 
schooldays in the early 1980s.
 “After school we jumped into the 
pub. On draft you had a pilsner and you 
had Oud Bruin, and it was � fty-� fty. So 
at that moment it was very popular,” 
Coesens says.
 At that time Oud Bruin was the 

Kortrijk, sometimes known in 
English as Courtrai or Courtray, is a 
Belgian city and municipality in the 
Flemish province of West Flanders

Lost in translation
Oud Bruin’s slide from pub staple to niche curiosity

  BY ANTHONY GLADMAN

It can be hard to tell, as the Eurostar whisks you from 
Lille to Brussels, exactly when you pass over from 
France to Belgium. The landscape doesn’t change. The 
towns don’t change. You know there’s a border clearly 
marked on maps, but when you look out of the window 
it’s all just countryside.
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brewery’s most important beer. It sold 
around 25,000 to 30,000 hectolitres 
each year. He describes it as a real pub 
beer, with drinkability being one of its 
key characteristics. It was just a little bit 
sour, a little bit sweet, and had aromas 
typical of the mixed fermentation that is 
so important to the style.
 At Liefmans they age their beer 
in stainless steel, rather than the oak 
vats used in western Flanders, but for 
Coesens this distinction isn’t important. 
His main focus is on the mix of microbes 
that perform the primary fermentation. 
This contains wild lactobacillus, present 
in the brewery, that inveigles its way 
spontaneously into the wort.
 Every year, during the quiet period 
around Christmas, the brewery stops 
brewing and fermenting and cleans 
everything down. The � rst brew of 
the new year is kicked off using a 
clean, top-fermenting yeast strain. 
(Its origins apparently reach back to 
the Rodenbach brewery.) This culture 
does not contain lactobacillus when it’s 
pitched, but by the time they crop the 
yeast it’s present again.
 This inoculation most likely occurs in 
the brewery’s open copper fermenters, 
which Coesens describes as impossible 
to sterilise. Lactobacillus lurks there with 
some other bacteria. “It’s not a pure 
strain,” Coesens says. “I suppose they 
are hiding somewhere in corners, in 
curves, in roughness and so on.”
 The fermenters require a lot of 
cleaning (by hand) following each 
fermentation. Because of this Coesens 
says he considered changing them, 
when he � rst joined Liefmans, for more 
standard stainless-steel conical vessels 
with clean-in-place systems. However, 
he doubts he could do so without 
forever changing the brewery’s microbial 
� ora, and so too the character of the 
beer. So the copper open fermenters 
remain, along with their cleaning regime.
 The wort is brewed from a mixture 
of pilsner, crystal and roasted malts 
which in the past was simmered over-
night. This was partly down to practical 
constraints in the brewery – awkwardly 
shaped mash tuns that were hard 
to heat and so on. This long heating 
would also have produced sweet 
Maillard � avours to balance out the 
mixed fermentation’s tartness. In 1990 
Liefmans was taken over by Riva. “They 
really f****d up the quality of the beer,” 
Coesens says. By then, the boil was 
down to two hours.
 These days there’s no long boil at 
all. It’s too expensive, Coesens explains. 

Instead the acidity is balanced as a result 
of the open fermenters’ height, which 
is around 130cm. “Such a low height in 
the FV makes it hard to fully ferment the 
wort during the primary fermentation so 
residual sugars are left to sweeten the 
beer a bit,” Coesens says.
 Drinkers’ tastes have changed since 
the 1980s, and Oud Bruin’s fortunes 
have waned. By the time Coesens joined 
Liefmans in 2008 sales had already 
declined steeply from their 1980s peak of 
30,000 hectolitres per year. In 2009, the 
brewery sold just 6,000 hectolitres of its 
three dark beers – Kriek, Goudenband 
and Oud Bruin – combined.
 Such a reduced volume makes 
it harder for Coesens to perform the 
� nal step of the Oud Bruin’s produc-
tion, which is blending young and old 
beers to further balance its sweetness 
and acidity. With fewer tanks � lled 
Coesens has fewer options from which 
to create his � nal beer. Coesens says 
the brewery now splits single brews 
of smaller batches, like Oud Bruin and 
Goudenband, into different tanks. One 
is kept cold, to sour more slowly, while 
the other is kept warmer to encourage a 
faster acidi� cation.
 These days, production of Oud 
Bruin at Leifmans languishes around 
150 hectolitres per year. “That’s nothing 
for such a big brewery,” Coesens says. 

“It’s practically disappeared. We do the 
best we can to keep it but there’s not 
much support from Duvel Moortgat 
because there are other brands which 
are much more interesting to work 
on and much more popular with the 
consumer. So the consumption is nearly 
nothing anymore. The biggest part we 
drink ourselves.”
 “So that must be…”
“…terrifying.”

Colour confusion
In the digital world of search engines, 
e-commerce sites and apps like 
Untappd, beers come in neatly de� ned 
categories. Beer judging, with its tightly 
described guidelines, plays into this. 
And for home brewers, too, clearly 
de� ned targets are seen as helpful. 
But in the real world of brewing and 
drinking things get decidedly fuzzier. 
Particularly in Belgium, the distinction 
between Flemish red and brown ale is a 
confusing one.
 The distinction is supposedly 
this: Flemish browns come from East 
Flanders and are aged in steel, while 
Flemish Reds come from West Flanders 
and are aged in wood. This papers over 
any number of cracks. Some suppos-
edly brown beers are made in much the 
same way as Liefmans Oud Bruin, but 
others start off in a coolship, or blend a 
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young pale beer with an aged dark one. 
 The way Rodenbach, a so-called 
red beer, is made seems more similar to 
Liefmans’s methods than these, except 
that it ends up resting in oak foeders.
 Some of this confusion lies at the feet 
of beer writer Michael Jackson, whom 
we can credit with the idea of grouping 
beers into styles in the � rst place. Writing 
in 1991, in his Great Beers of Belgium, 
he parted the red from the brown like 
Moses parting the Red Sea. Beers 
from Oudenaarde, notably Liefmans 
and Roman, end up in a chapter titled 
‘Brown Beers’ while others, particularly 
Rodenbach, are � led under “The ‘Red’ 
beers of West Flanders”.
 Of Rodenbach, Jackson wrote “this 
dark beer quali� es better for the epithet 

‘red’ than any of the copper-coloured 
English brews which are sometimes simi-
larly described in Continental Europe.” 
Yet in Roeselare, Rodenbach’s brewers 
had long called their beer brown. 
 In the early 20th century, newspaper 
adverts placed in Tournai, Antwerp, 
Gent and Ieper described the beer as a 
Vieille brune des Flandres (“old Flanders 
brown”). Later on, it was een fris bruintje
(a “fresh little brown”) on labels, on beer 
mats and in advertising. This lasted until 
around 1990.
 A few years later Jackson seemed 
less inclined to make a distinction 
between the red and brown beers of 
Flanders. In his 1998 book Beer under 
the heading “Thirst quenchers: Flemish 
‘sweet and sour’ red ales” he writes: 
“The most refreshing beers of all are 
the curiously sharp, reddish-brown 
ales most typically produced in the 
province of West Flanders.” There is no 
chapter for Flemish brown ales in the 
book. There is one for Oud Bruin which 
focuses on the Dutch beers that bear 
the same name but are not the same 
beer at all. As if this wasn’t confusing 
enough already.
 Jackson goes on to list Rodenbach, 
by now typically held up as a red, along-
side Petrus Oud Bruin (called brown but 
looks reddish), Verhaeghe Vichtenaar 
(still quite red), Van Honsebrouck 

Bacchus (getting browner) and Alken-
Maes Zulte (brownest of all, and the 
“most caramelly example of the style”). 
 For each the style is listed as 
Flemish Red/Brown but by then the 
idea of Flemish red and brown ales 
being distinct from one another had 
taken hold – at least in the English-
speaking world.
 So much for books. At the Oud 
Bruin festival, its programme promised 
a “focus on Flemish Red”. (And just to 
remove any doubt, Oud Bruin trans-
lates as Old Brown, not red.) The event 
was billed as the � rst beer festival ever 
dedicated to ‘Flemish Red Sour Ales’ 
yet many of the beers there were listed 
as Oud Bruins – including Brouwerij 
Verhaeghe Vichte’s Duchesse de 
Bourgogne, more on which in a moment. 
 The Rodenbach beers were all 
presented as Vlaams Roodbruins (red–
browns). They were the only beers to 
use this halfway-house designation; 
Petrus Roodbruin was listed as an 
Oud Bruin, as was the VanderGhinste 
Roodbruin.
 Maybe I’d have more luck chatting 
about it with brewers and drinkers over 
a few beers.
 “Flanders red is a fabricated piece of 
s**t used to sell beer to the Americans,” 
I was told.
 “In theory there’s a difference 

Oud Bruin Fest was held 7-8 October 2022, having been postponed from December last year
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but in practice you can use both 
interchangeably.”
 “Flanders red, brown…for me 
they’re all the same.”
 “The only really red beers are fruit 
beers, which are something different.”
 “Some of the beers served today 
are calling themselves red, some brown, 
some red–brown…they all look the 
same colour to me.”
 “Everyone in Belgium just calls it 
Oud Bruin.”
 Well…not everyone.

A different label
One thing brewers in Flanders will agree 
on is this: Oud Bruin is in trouble. It 
has an image problem. It has become 
an old man’s beer and young Belgians 
want none of it. But it remains a thread 
that connects its brewers to a bygone 
Flanders, so it cannot be allowed to 
evaporate away into history. Something 
must be done.
 For Karl Verhaeghe, CEO of 
Brouwerij Verhaeghe Vichte, that some-
thing is to escape from under the Oud 
Bruin label. Duchesse de Bourgogne is 
his core beer, accounting for about 80% 
of his sales each year by value. When I 
ask him if it is an Oud Bruin his answer 
is an emphatic no.
 The Flemish name for this kind 
of beer is roodbruin, he tells me, or 
Flemish red–brown ale. He doesn’t like 
this descriptor, however. It’s too long, 
a real mouthful of words. To keep the 
style name short, and to appeal beyond 
Dutch speaking markets, he prefers to 
use Flanders Red.
 Verhaeghe says it’s important that 
no one confuses a Flanders Red with an 

Oud Bruin. For him the styles are clearly 
distinct, and lumping them together is 
unhelpful. “I think we deserve better,” he 
tells me.
 Verhaeghe wants a clear de� nition 
for the Flanders Red style and says 
he has worked towards this for many 
years with Rudi Ghequire, Brewmaster 
of Rodenbach – the only other brewery 
making this sort of beer as its core 
business. 
 Partly this is so drinkers understand 
what they’re getting when they opt for 
a Flanders Red. Partly it’s to protect 
this traditional beer style from cheap 
imitations.
 At the height of Oud Bruin’s popu-

larity in the 1970s, some larger brewers 
sold lookalike beers to cash in on its 
success. “The worst among them were 
just colouring pilsner and putting some 
acid in it and calling it Oud Bruin,” 
Verhaeghe says. These beers undercut 
the market, selling at prices that the 
traditional brewers could not match, 
and trashed its reputation with their 
poor quality. Sales never recovered.
 Yet Verhaeghe doesn’t want any 
de� nition of Flanders Red to be too 
prescriptive. “It’s important that every 
brewer who wants to brew a Flanders 
Red ale can still put his own creativity in 
it. It would be a shame if every brewer 
who wanted to use the name Flanders 
Red on his label made a lookalike of 
Rodenbach or Duchesse. No. We want 
to have diversity.”
 When I ask exactly how he makes 
Duchesse de Bourgogne, Verhaeghe 
is careful about how much he shares. 
What he tells me is this: it starts life as a 
top-fermented beer made from Belgian 
malts and hops. He doesn’t use pilsner 
malt because beer made from it is 
unsuited to long maturation in wood. 
 He matures his beer in upright oak 
vessels. “For a Flanders Red the acidity 
comes only from the long maturation in 
wood,” Verhaeghe says. His casks range 
in size from 3,000 litres up to 250 hecto-
litres. Souring occurs faster in the smaller 
casks as the ratio of beer to wood is 
lower, and there is more wood contact. 
 When it’s ready – how can you 
tell? “Just by tasting. We don’t have 
instruments.” – the beer is blended. 

At the � rst ever Oud Bruin Fest in Belgium – dedicated solely to this Flemish Red Sour 
ale – attendees could taste and compare different types of Oud Bruin style beers 

Brouwerij ‘t Verzet in Anzegem produces around 500 hectolitres of their Oud Bruin a year 
(Photo: Brouwerij ‘t Verzet)
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At Verhaeghe Vichte all the beer in the 
blend, young and old, has spent at least 
some time in oak. Other Flanders Reds 
may contain young beer that has not 
been matured. 
 Both methods are accepted but it 
is an interesting point of difference for 
Verhaeghe’s beers.
 Sales of Duchesse de Bourgogne 
are growing healthily, but not in Belgium. 
Verhaeghe says the home market is quite 
dif� cult. He blames a wave of blonde, 
bitter beers for turning younger drinkers’ 
heads. But Verhaeghe will not change his 
beer to chase after their palates. 
 “Some products are destined for 
local consumption and others can only 
survive when they have a big audience. 
I don’t think ‘drink local’ is a good thing 
for Flanders Red,” he says. “If Flanders 
Red has a future then it will be a global 
future, and not only in southwest 
Flanders or in Belgium. It will be broader 
than that. It’s niche, so we need a very 
large audience.”
 Almost all the 10,000 hectolitres 
of Duchesse brewed each year is 
exported. “It’s strange but people 
abroad are more open to that kind of 
beer style than in Belgium,” Verhaeghe 
says. North America has always been 
a strong market for Verhaeghe Vichte, 
but now most of the brewery’s growth 
is in Asia – Japan, South Korea, Viet 
Nam, Thailand. China is growing fast. In 
the city of Chengdu alone, Verhaeghe 
Vichte has access to a market twice the 
size of Belgium with much less of the 
competition its beers face at home from 
gueuzes, lambics, abbey and Trappist 
beers. 
 “Why should we put all this effort into 
competing in Belgium when we have this 
city where there is nobody else?”

Treading the line
Perhaps the job of attracting younger 
Belgian drinkers to Oud Bruin is better 
suited to younger brewers – to peers 
from the same generation rather than 
dads and uncles handing down wisdom 
from on high. Koen Van Lancker 
and Alex Lippens were just 24 years 
old when they founded Brouwerij ‘t 
Verzet with a third partner, Joran Van 
Ginderachter, who now lives in the USA. 
 When they launched in 2011 they 
did so with the hazy, hoppy IPAs and 
barrel-aged stouts that were displacing 
more traditional Belgian styles – but 
they also made an Oud Bruin.
 Theirs has a little bit of an edge. It’s 
a touch stronger (6% ABV) and sourer 
than traditional examples, and is the 
only one in Belgium not to be � ltered 
or pasteurised. Van Lancker says it is 
their goal to popularise the style with 
younger drinkers but recognises that 
this is not going to be easy. 
 Of Verzet’s 2,000 hectolitres annual 
production, just 500 hectolitres are Oud 
Bruin, about half of which goes to export. 
“We need the other beers, the more 
regular beers, to get our money,” Van 
Lancker says. “That’s how we survive to 
keep on playing with Oud Bruin.”
 Van Lancker says the base beer is 
“a really boring ale” made from 70% 
pilsner malt and 30% caramel malt from 
Dingemans. He uses a two-hour boil to 
encourage some Maillard � avo urs and the 
formation of some unfermentable sugars. 
 The beer ferments with a clean yeast 
strain from Fermentis, then is matured for 
a couple of weeks to drop clear before 
it is moved into wooden casks for a 
secondary fermentation with a house 
culture of yeast and bacteria. Van Lancker 
and his colleagues use tiny amount of 

hops (Magnum, or whatever is available, 
including aged hops) because they do not 
want to bitter the beer. 
 Their aim instead is to hold the 
lactobacillus back at � rst so other 
microbes can establish themselves, 
which avoids the beer turning too sour.
 The next step is to keep a careful 
eye on the beer as it matures for up to 
three years, mostly in former red wine 
barrels made from French oak. Van 
Lancker monitors the temperature and 
humidity in the brewery to keep leaks 
and evaporation to a minimum, which 
in turn minimises the beer’s exposure 
to oxygen. Sampling is done through 
a ‘Vinnie nail’ so as not to disturb the 
pellicle on the beer’s surface.
 So far, so traditional. But Verzet 
doesn’t stop there. The brewery also 
produces a range of Oud Bruins 
� avoured with (always whole) fruit and, 
even more interestingly, oak leaves – 
inspired by a recipe Lippens saw for 
oak leaf wine. 
 For this the base beer undergoes a 
secondary, spontaneous fermentation on 
a bed of dried oak leaves for six weeks. 
“It has a more ‘Bretty’ taste because 
you have some wild yeasts on the on 
the leaves and it also gives something 
tea-like with the smell of the forest,” Van 
Lancker says. The hope is that beers like 
this will draw in new drinkers, particularly 
those who don’t like bitter beers.
 This is the hope behind the Oud 
Bruin festival too. “We want to show the 
diversity of the style,” Van Lancker tells 
me. “And we also want to show that 
you can do it in a more modern way.” 
 To this end, alongside the classic 
brewers like Liefmans, Cnudde, or 
Omer Vander Ghinste, the festival also 
featured newer breweries including 

Classic Flanders Red/brown ale

Oud Bruin from Brouwerij ‘t 
Verzet is a blend of old and 
young beer, aged in different oak 
barrels but blended so a similar 
style is obtained

Duchesse de Bourgogne starts 
life as a top-fermented beer 
made from Belgian malts and 
hops; almost all the volume 
brewed each year is exported

Brouwerij Cnudde’s Bruin Bier 
is a Flemish old brown. The 
American bison are statues 
from the Ohio Bridge over the 
nearby River Scheldt

Originally called Ouden Tripel, 
this ancient beer has been 
rediscovered as a regional 
specialty under its current name 
VanderGhinste Roodbruin
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some from overseas – the likes of 
Brussels Beer Project, Brasserie de la 
Senne, Nøgne Ø, Holy Goat Brewing, 
and Antidote Wilde Fermenten.
 The beers from these younger 
brewers were more extreme than the 
traditional Oud Bruins. ABVs rose from 
the traditional 5 to 7, 8 or even 10%; pH 
levels dropped as the sourness became 
more pronounced, with less sweetness 
to balance the beer. 
 This was no longer a sessionable 
pub beer to enjoy all night, but a speci-
ality beer on which perhaps to � nish 
your evening’s drinking. Granted, given 
the nature of the event, many people 
in fact were drinking these beers all 
night. But this is a case where context 
matters. I doubt they would do the 
same if, instead of ‘festival’, the context 
was ‘Tuesday’. I know I wouldn’t.
 This led me to wonder how much 
you can change the beer and still call it 
Oud Bruin. Van Lancker says this is dif� -
cult to gauge. “I think you know when 
you cross the line,” he says. “You try to 
think out of the box, but still want to be 
loyal to the style.”
 Verzet’s experimentation has included 
adding raw grain for a bigger mouthfeel, 
or boiling the wort for 16 hours, but stops 
short of adding processed ingredients like 
cookies or confectionery. 

 Even so, Van Lancker believes there 
is still more scope for experimentation 
within the style. “Now it’s a bit on the 
boring side, if I look at other breweries. 
So I hope in a way we can inspire some 
breweries to go to the next level.”

Am I overthinking it?
Having travelled to Belgium for a proper 
look at the style, I can say with some 
certainty that I don’t know what Oud 
Bruin is anymore. It’s like a mirage that 
seems clear in your peripheral vision but 
disappears when you try to focus on it. 
 Perhaps this is � tting for a beer 
made in a country that sometimes 
feels more like two different ones fused 
together, and where the larger part of 
the population speaks one language but 
calls it another.
 Perhaps I’m just being too Anglo-
Saxon about the whole thing, and 
should adopt more of a gallic shrug, or a 
Flemish…I don’t know what the equiva-
lent would be. Yes, there were as many 
versions of Oud Bruin at the festival as 
there were brewers – more even. 
 And yes, it is maddening trying to 
� nd agreement on how to describe their 
colour. But they were all more or less 
the same colour in the glass. They all 
shared a tannic character balanced with 
acidity. They mostly stayed between 

5.5% and 7% ABV. And few of them 
had any adjuncts, with those that did 
mostly using red fruit to add a touch of 
berry � avour in the mid-palate.
 Drinkers’ appetite for sour beer 
these days suggest Oud Bruin’s future 
remains as a niche, speciality beer. 
There will always be enthusiasm for it 
and an appetite for something other 
than the bitterness that so dominates 
beer. But this means its role will be as a 
palate cleanser, a refreshing exception 
from the main menu.
 Its days as a pub staple will not 
return, I suspect. Beers like this are not 
easy to make cheaply so margins will 
always be narrow.
 Oud Bruin’s production, with its long 
ageing and blending, means traditional 
brewers cannot react quickly to the 
market. Any change must therefore be 
slow and incremental, be that growth or 
adaptation or indeed further decline. 
 That leaves plenty of time for debate 
over which approach is best: to change 
the beer and attract new drinkers at 
home, or to keep it the same and 
expand into new markets overseas. 
 Maybe neither will win out, and the 
beer style will continue to muddle along 
with all its contradictions intact, like two 
kids in a trench coat pretending to be 
an adult to get served at the bar.

The classic Flemish Red 
beer style. Or is it brown?
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