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BreweriesB

There are six Trappist beers. Everybody is familiar with
Chimay and Westmalle, also the bitter Orval beer is a clas-
sic. The latest beers of Hamont-Achel can only be drunk in
the cafe as draught beer. Of course there is the beer from
Westvleteren which demands a trip to the far province of
West- Flandres. The sixth Cistercian brewery is brewing a
quadruple amount compared to Westvleteren though its
beers are hard to find. Unknown, unloved, yet the dark
beers from the Notre-Dame de Saint-Rémy abbey in
Rochefort deserve much better.

On a summery day we visit the abbey : it is a rare privile-
ge, as usually the gate of the abbey remains shut. Father
Pierre, say father-brewer welcomes us and also Father
Abbot Dom Jacques-Emmanuel Voisin joins us.

Yearly Rochefort brews exactly 15.000 hl . of beer. No
more, no less. Father Abbot explains : ‘In the archives we
noticed that brewing started already in 1595 in Rochefort.
The beer was mainly brewed for proper use, while lefto-
vers were divided among the visitors or the poor. Around
1950 the abbey made a clear choice . We wanted to self
support us but could not do everything by ourselves. The
maintenance of our buildings and the payment of the
wages of the laic personnel required a lot of money. The
abbey decided to enlarge the existing brewery in order to
brew more beer for selling. We calculated the machinery
on a volume of 15.000 hl. a year which was enough to
cover the expenses and give some help to the people of
the region. Until today we keep the production on 15.000
hl. a year.’

‘ Other abbeys opt for a larger scale- tackling., that is their
choice. Each Cistercian monastery sets its own course, we
are not interested in competition. For example Chimay is
providing a lot of employment in the poor region, by cre-
ating its own beers and cheese. Funny detail is that
Chimay sponsors every year the humour festival in
Rochefort. We have no problems with that whatsoever. By
the way, the recipes that were introduced in our renovated
brewery originate from Chimay. On the opening of the
new brewing room, Father Abbot of Westvleteren said :
‘We do not live to brew, we brew so that we can live as
Trappists.’ It is no way else . Our volume of brewage is
sufficient to manage on, so we keep it that way .’

The Trappists are the only monks that keep on brewing
beer until today. In the old days beer used to be brewed in
almost any monastery, though most of them have shelved
their mashing forks years ago . Some of them like the
Norbertines from Leffe or Tongerlo stopped brewing in
the aftermath of the French Revolution, others quitted
brewing just after the World Wars. The Benedictines of
Affligem managed to go on until 1950 and from that
moment on, only the Trappists have had the game in their
hands. This is quite logical, taking into account their his-
tory. They were inspired by the fifteen centuries old Rule
of Benedict and also by the life of Saint Bernard, who,nine
hundred years ago opted for a frugal life in the abbey :
eight hours of prayers, eight hours of  labour and eight
hours of sleep. To Bernard manual labour and self-support
were essential. His monastic order will be named ‘the
Cistercians’, out of which the official name for the
Trappists will arise, namely : ‘the Cistercians of the Severe
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