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Nothing he’s tasted so far has really 
grabbed him. Convention says that if you 
don’t open with a glass of fine sparkling 
wine, a Champagne or similar, you’ll be 
accused of not knowing what you’re 
doing. Of the few that have made an 
impression on Kleppe, there just isn’t 
the volume he requires to pour a glass 
for every single person who will eat at the 
restaurant throughout their ten-week 
stint at Barangaroo. And, he’s looking for 
something uniquely Australian. 

“I first met Mads at the Soulfor Wine 
Festival in Melbourne in 2015,” explains 
Two Metre Tall farmer/brewer, Ashley 
Huntington. “One day, a few weeks before 
Christmas, he contacted me and told 
me he was having difficulty sourcing a 
sparkling wine to use as the curtain raiser 
for NOMA Australia, and wanted to know 
if I had something. We thought it was a 
remarkable opportunity to try something 
different. So, we knocked together a blend 
of cider and beer and called it ‘Snakebite’.” 

Snakebite: A facetious name for a 
cheap drink, drunk by Aussie backpack-
ers in the UK, typically made from the 
poorest lager and most insipid cider, 
served in jugs, with complete abandon as 
to the well-being of those so lucky enough, 
to be consuming said liquid.  

Kleppe tasted Huntington’s creation, 
said he liked it, and wanted to use it to 
open the NOMA Australia degustation. So 
now, one of the best restaurants in the 
world was going to serve, as their opening 
drink, a glass of Snakebite: cloudy, amber 
in colour with a fine bead, slightly sour 
citrus notes on the nose, followed by 
refreshing, yet tart, fruit flavours.

— ¶ —

Ashley Huntington is a scientist and 
winemaker by trade. He studied a post-
grad winemaking course at Roseworthy 
(University of Adelaide) before being 
offered a job as General Manager of 
Domaine de la Baume, in the Languedoc, 
France, which, at the time, was owned by 
Australian wine brand Hardys. Ashley and 
his fledgling family lived and worked in 
France, for seven years, until the idea 
of moving back home to Australia and 
establishing a vineyard in Tasmania 
started to get the better of him. His time 
at Domaine de la Baume was coming to an 
end, but Hardy’s wanted to send him to 
America to work at their operations in 
California.

“I was pretty sick and tired of the 
whole corporate routine by that stage,” 

explains Ashley. “I wanted to try and do 
something for myself. I wanted to grow 
wine in Tasmania… I’d studied over 100 
properties, their contour maps, their 
soils. I eventually found this farm in the 
Derwent Valley that had this 2.5 ha slope 
that was gorgeous and charismatic and 
completely seducing.”
At that stage, around 2005, 80 % of Aus-
tralia’s wine was produced by just six 
companies.  The international marketing 
exercise that was ‘Brand Australia’ was 
ubiquitous and designed only to reinforce 
the notion that all Australian wine was of 
the same quality, same consistency, and 
same value for money. 

“We had replaced quality and diversity 
with affluent mediocrity,” says Ashley. 

“Everywhere you looked, things were 
being dumbed down. “By the time we 
moved to the Derwent Valley,” continues 
Ashley, “the Australian wine industry was 
a bit on the nose. I wasn’t interested in the 
corporate take on wine, where everything 
is about scale and consistency,” he says. 

“I wanted to make a wine that was from a 
place in Tasmania.”

Unbeknownst to Ashley, the regional 
agriculture of the Derwent Valley is not 
wine grapes, but hops. The first hops 
bines were planted along the banks of the 
Derwent River in the 1850s, and they’ve 
been growing there ever since.

“I’d never seen a hop before I moved 
here,” says Ashley, “but I soon learnt that 
around 60 % of all hops grown in Australia 
are from the Derwent Valley, and, as far as 
anyone could tell, no one had ever built a 
brewery there… Now, it’s a very innocent 
thought, from that point,” he continues, 

“with my intentions to plant a vineyard, 
but knowing that it will take three years 
before I get a crop, to think that I could 
just brew some beer while my vines 
matured… 

“After all,” he continues, “we 
winemakers are considered to be the 
creators of highly complex and serious 
beverages of extreme cultural merit, and 
beer is just beer. It can’t be that hard.” 

Well, naivety can be quite a useful trait, 
sometimes. Even with his tongue shoved 
firmly in his cheek, the realisation of just 
how innocent this thought was to Ashley, 
soon became blindingly obvious. 

— ¶ —

Beer is an agricultural product. Like 
milk, like cheese, like wine. Almost all 
of the basic ingredients used to brew 
beer—barley and hops—come from a farm. 

It’s eight weeks before 
Christmas, 2015. NOMA 
Australia is due to ‘pop-up’ in 
Sydney and Head Sommelier, 
Mads Kleppe, is yet to find 
the right Australian sparkling 
wine to open the $485 
degustation menu.
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Similar to the diversity of wine grape 
varieties, there are many different barley 
and hop varieties grown around the world 
for their specific flavour characteristics 
and they are an essential ingredient for 
brewing beer. Hops grow upwards on 
bines that are supported by wires and 
are harvested once a year. They provide 
the zesty, citric, fruity, floral, pine aromas 
and bitterness common to beer. There 
are more than 80 distinct varieties used 
for commercial brewing around the world. 
Water is also an essential ingredient used 
to brew beer. Historically, a brewer would 
establish their brewery close to a reliable 
source, such as a stream or a river. Just 
like a brewer’s choice of malts and hops, 
water plays an important part in the 
overall taste and texture of beer. Yeast too, 
may certainly be sourced from a farm, and, 
just like wine, different species of yeast 
used for fermentation can add unique 
levels of complexity to the aroma and 
taste characteristics of beer.

“The industrialisation of beer killed 
the provenance and diversity that existed, 
only a few generations ago,” says Ashley. 

“For a long time, beer was seen as just a 
drink to have when you’re thirsty.” 

Progress and the promise of plenty by 
industrialised processes and corporate 
forces have provided us with an abundant 
and consistent stream of things – clothes, 
furniture, ball bearings, even music, 
food and drink – all of which have been 
homogenised and commodified. However, 
not everything should be as uniform as a 
ball bearing…

“Throughout the 80s and 90s, beer 
was the vehicle for the profiteering of 
major corporations more concerned by 
mergers, acquisitions and expansion than 
by what they were brewing,” says Ashley. 

“Beer had become benign. After all, beer 
was simply beer. It wasn’t understood as 
something uniquely agricultural, so the 
consumer demanded nothing else other 
than a lot of it and a funny advertising 
campaign…”

“But, just like wine,” Ashley continues, 
“beer is made from raw ingredients, which 
are grown and come from a certain place. 
I’d spent long enough in France to learn 
that that’s an important part of eating 
and drinking. So, I thought, what if I could 
bring the wine story of place over to beer, 
wouldn’t that be remarkable?”

— ¶ —

Ashley Huntington is a self-taught brewer. 
Consequently, he has been blissfully de-

void of any practical frame of reference 
related to brewing beer. Unlike wine, the 
process of brewing beer includes a few 
more steps before the fermentation can 
take place. Whereas grapes readily contain 
all the constituent elements required for 
fermentation—i.e. yeast on the skins and 
sugars in the grape juice—a brewer must 
first malt a significant proportion of the 
grain in order to convert the starch re-
serves into sugar via an aqueous cooking 
process, then extract these sugars from 
the grain bed. This liquid extract is called 
wort, and, to this, hops (amongst other 
things) may be added, before it is ready 
for primary fermentation. 

“There’s an old saying,” Ashley recalls, 
“which says, ‘if you crush grapes with your 
feet you’ll get wine, but if you crush grain 
with your feet you’ll only get sore feet!’… 

Ashley soon learnt that the natural 
microflora that resides on the surface 
of every grain is not yeast, as is the case 
with wine grapes, but a bacteria called 
lactobacillus, which converts sugars 
into lactic acid and is encountered as a 
slightly sour sensation, similar to the 
taste of sourdough bread or yoghurt. Few 
commercial brewers purposefully invite 
these bacteria into their breweries to aid 
fermentation. In fact, most brewers make 
a point of eradicating any possibility of 
bacterial growth. 

“When I started, I didn’t know any- 
thing about wild yeast ferments for brew-
ing beer,” says Ashley. “All I heard from 
brewers and most people who tasted 
the beers was that there was something 
wrong with them. That they had faults, 
were infected and had gone off.”

An entire subset of beer history was 
crashing down over Ashley and his beers, 
without him even realising it. 

Many Belgium and German beers are 
spontaneously fermented, using the wild 
yeast in the atmosphere, and the lactic 
acid bacteria on the grain. German ber-
liner weisse is traditionally made by fer-
menting the wort with a mix of brettan-
omyces yeast and lactobacillus bacteria. 
The liquid is then bottled where it under-
goes a secondary fermentation. Typical 
flavours are a balance of vinegary sour-
ness, caused by the lactic and acetic acids, 
and fruity esters from the brettanomyces. 
Belgian sour beers, such as lambics, in-
volve a particularly complex process 
involving a sequence of, at least ten, active 
yeast and bacteria exchanges at various 
stages of fermentation between four and 
five months, or up to three years.

The gustatory sensation of these beers
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is often comparable to wine, rich with 
delicious complexity. 

“Standing in my cellar, I didn’t know 
what was going on,” says Ashley. “The 
beers were changing, but if they were go-
ing off they should taste like sick, right? 
They were unlike anything I’d ever tasted, 
they were unusual, but to me they had 
sour characteristics from the acidity, due 
to the lactic acid and wild yeast ferm-
entation. It was unexpected, but, actually, 
quite interesting.”

Isolated on his farm in the Derwent 
Valley, Ashley had, unknowingly, stumbled 
upon the sort of complex fermentations 
that were used to create some of Europe’s 
greatest beers. Beers that are affixed to 
a particular tradition and place. And 
despite the incessant barrage of negative 
feedback there were some people, out 
there, who were drinking his beers and 
finding them new and exciting.

“I wasn’t promoting my beers as 
Australian versions of Belgian lambics or 
gueze’s, because I didn’t know anything 
about them,” explains Ashley. “What I did 
know was that I was brewing a unique kind 
of beer, on a farm in the Derwent Valley, 
with ingredients sourced from or near 
this place.”

— ¶ —

…In one long stride, NOMA arrived in Aus- 
tralia and walked right over the top 
of convention, instantly changing the 
paradigm of fine dining in the country 
and throwing a spotlight on Two Metre 
Tall’s Derwent Valley farmhouse ales and 
ciders from Tasmania. These days, many 
of the same Australian brewers who once 
disregarded Ashley’s beers as being ‘in- 
fected’ are practically falling over them-
selves to start their own barrel programs 
and begin producing their own versions of 
a soured ‘farmhouse’ ale. 

“I’m fascinated by the mechanism of 
fermentation in this broth called beer, 
which I once dismissed as easy, when, in 
actual fact,” says Ashley, “it makes wine-
making look rather simple…”

— ¶ —
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