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A QUICK HISTORY 
 
The commonly accepted theory suggests that porter originated in London in the early 1700’s.  Some even go so 
far as to identify a specific time, brewhouse and a specific proprietor, Ralph Harwood.  Ralph, in 1722, 
allegedly came up with the idea of mixing three beers in a single cask and calling it, "Mr. Harwood’s Entire."  
The name "Porter" almost certainly comes from the laborers who indulged in the stuff at that time. 
 
Porter enjoyed a long run in London and later Bristol, eventually launching across the waters to Dublin, Ireland.  
Everyone was drinking porter.  The necessity for aging in this type of beer lent itself to mass production, as did 
the popularity of the style.  The beer was also enjoyed in the colonies before the American Revolution.  George 
Washington was known to be an avid fan of porter.  Six hundred thousand gallons was sent from two London 
breweries to the British troops stationed here during the Revolution.  
 
The decline of porter’s popularity didn’t happen overnight.  There were factors too numerous to mention here 
that lead to its virtual demise by the early 1900’s.  Suffice it to say the advent of paler malts and the increasing 
availability of lagers didn’t do any favors for the style.   
 
There still are relatively few brewers in Great Britain making porters and a few in the Baltic region.  In this 
country, the style was revived by the microbrewers in the 1980’s and a quick check of the shelves at Liquor 
Barn proves there are many brewing porters today.  There is much more to learn about the history of porter.  I 
found it fascinating.   Read the book! 
 
 The Essence of the Style   
 
It is tough to say with any certainty what the beer was like that publicans called "porter" or "entire" nearly three 
hundred years ago.  Brewers used brown malt at the time, something that is not well known or readily available 
to us today.  One modern example, Flag Porter, is brewed with yeast found in a sealed vessel among the 
wreckage of a ship that went down in the English Channel in 1825.  The recipe is also allegedly true to the 
period.  Try one if you get a chance.  It is probably as close as we can get to a historic porter.   
 
Let’s take a quick look at modern interpretations of porter.  The BJCP style guidelines recognize the following 
two sub-styles of Porter:    
 
Robust Porters have an original gravity in the range of 1.050-1.065, 25-45 IBU’s, with an expected finishing 
gravity of 1.012-1.016.  Roasted malt aromas of coffee and chocolate should be evident, with moderate to low 
hop aroma.  Fruity esters and diacetyl (buttery, or butterscotch) can be present in moderation.  Robust Porters 
can be dark brown to black in color and may be garnet-like.  Moderate to good head retention is important.  The 
flavor profile usually features coffee-like or chocolate-like roasted dryness.  They may have a sharp character 
from roasted grains, and may finish from moderately sweet to dry.     
 
Commercial Robust Porters include Sierra Nevada, Anchor, Great Lakes Edmund Fitz, and our very own BBC 
Dark Star Porter. 
 
Brown Porters have an original gravity in the range of 1.040-1.050, 20-30 IBU’s, and finishing gravity of 1.008-
1.014.  A mild roasted malt aroma should be evident. Hop aroma may be moderate to none – the same goes for 
fruity esters and diacetyl.  Browns should have a fairly good foam stand and should be brown to dark brown in 
color.  The flavor profile should include mild roastiness, with little or no hop flavor. The balance can range 
from slightly malty to slightly bitter.  Sharp roasted grain flavors are really not appropriate for this style.    
 
Commercial Brown Porters include Sam Smith Taddy Porter, Shepherd Neame Original Porter, and Fuller’s 
London Porter.                                                                                                                cont on page 3 
 



 



 



 


