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By Al Boyce 

 
A six-course meal paired with six different meads from 
White Winter Winery was served at The Happy 
Gnome in St.Paul, Minnesota on Thursday, July 31, 
2008, organized by Jesse Stremcha.  Mead is a type of 
alcohol where the fermentable ingredient is primarily 
honey, instead of grapes in the case of wine, or barley 
in the case of beer.  Cost was a paltry $70 per person 
(tax AND tip included!) and the meal was attended by 
White Winter meadmaker Jon Hamilton, Happy 
Gnome Executive Chef Matthew Hinman, as well as 
Ken Schramm, the author of “The Compleat 
Meadmaker.”  Approximately 20 lucky people 
attended the dinner held in the newly remodeled 
upstairs dining room of the Happy Gnome in the 
Cathedral Hill area of historic St.Paul.   
 
As each meal was served, Ken Schramm spoke to the diners about mead appreciation, and the general 
principles of pairing mead with food.  Jon Hamilton also spoke during each course about what he was 
attempting to achieve with each of the meads chosen for the dinner, and his thoughts on how well he felt 
the chosen pairing succeeded.  He also suggested other food pairings that he thought would succeed with 
that specific mead. 

 
It was the first meeting for author Schramm 
and meadmaker Hamilton.  It was fun 
listening to their interactions as the evening 
progressed, and it seemed that not only were 
the diners the beneficiary of their combined 
experience, but they learned a lot from each 
other as well.  For his part, Schramm is 
hoping to take his own mead-making efforts 
commercial at some point in the future (not 
TOO distant, we hope), and he was very 
interested in what Hamilton had to say 
regarding commercial mead production.  
Hamilton was very interested in Schramm’s 
work on yeast nutrition, and said he would 



likely be adopting some of Schramm’s techniques  
 
Schramm spoke about the two opposing approaches to mead 
tasting: “blind” vs. “non-blind.”  A blind tasting is where the 
tasters know nothing about the beverage – not the honey 
type, adjuncts, sweetness levels, price, percentage alcohol, 
winery, “terroir”, or any number of other variables that 
might affect the finished product.  A non-blind tasting then 
is where the taster has access to these bits of information.   
 
Schramm felt that both methods have their merit, for 
example, with the “non-blind” method, knowing that a mead 
is 12 years old and was made by someone’s deceased 
grandfather may inform which comments you make out loud 
about that mead.  But ultimately he felt that the “blind” 
method is probably the best way to approach mead.  What 
you smell, see, taste and feel when you drink it is probably 
the best way to evaluate it. 
 
Schramm suggested that proper glassware can also affect 
enjoyment.  A Bordeaux-type wine glass would help to savor 
the aromas and flavors of a rich fruity mead, for example, and a champagne flute might best suit a 
sparkling, varietal honey  mead.  He also suggested decanting meads for 1-2 hours before serving to allow 
them to breathe. 
 

It was interesting to watch meadmaker Hamilton as 
Schramm was speaking – most of the time nodding his 
head in agreement, and even applauding at the suggestion 
that meads should be appreciated on their own merits, 
rather than comparing them against wine or other 
beverages.  In speaking of his meads, Hamilton said that 
he prefers his blueberry mead of all his products.  He feels 
that blueberry is both a subtle and complex fruit. Scientific 
analysis, he said, has shown that blueberries contain from 
14-16 flavor and aroma constituents, and that these can 
vary from crop to crop, making his mead a dynamic 
product that can vary from year to year. Hamilton prefers 
dry meads, but experience has shown that sweet or semi-
sweet meads do better with the public, hence he produces 
his blueberry as a semi-sweet.   
 
White Winter uses mostly Dutch White Clover and 
Basswood honeys, and the fruit that they use comes from 
within 150 miles of the meadery.  Hamilton said that his 
meadery produces between 1500-2000 gallons of mead 
each year. 
 

 
On to the meal! 





First Course:  Seared Sea Scallop, cyser Apple Puree, pickled kohlrabi 
 
Pairing:    White Winter Cyser 

The first course at the dinner was a 
seared sea scallop garnished with a 
bit of caviar, served on a puree of 
apples and cyser, with pickled 
kohlrabi on the side – paired with a 
glass of White Winter Cyser (a 
mead made with honey and apple 
juice.)   
 
It was delicious, and the delicate 
nature of the scallop was not 
overwhelmed by the cyser.  This 
course was surprising (as were all 
the rest that were to follow) in that 
each plate was a mini-meal of itself 
– not just “sea scallop”, but 
accompanied by sauces, garni, and 
a vegetable.  The cyser was semi-
sweet, and the tart, acidic nature 

complemented the smooth, mild flavor of the scallop.  (Sorry for the blurry photo!) 
 
Notes from Hamilton, Schramm and Hinman: 
 
Hamilton:  
 
 
 
 
 
Schramm:  
“Terrifically well paired.  Scallops firm but not overdone, and the apple 
puree with pickled kohlrabi was flavorful, but subtle enough not to 
overpower either the scallops or the mead.  If the rest of the meal is this 
good, this will be a spectacular night.” 
 
 
Hinman:  



Second Course:  Spinach and Blueberries, spiced pecans, yellow peppers, shaved red onion,  
warm goat cheese pillow 

 
Pairing:    White Winter Blueberry Mead 
 

The spinach salad was served with a slightly sweet 
vinaigrette, and the blueberries in the salad echoed the 
flavor of the blueberry mead, yet highlighted the 
differences between the fresh and fermented berries.  The 
hazelnuts and peppers provided a nice crunchy mouthfeel.  
The slight sweetness of the blueberry mead made for a 
nice contrast with the acidity of the vinaigrette, and the 
creamy lusciousness of the warm goat cheese in pastry 
rounded out the course in a sumptuous manner. 
 
Notes from Hamilton, Schramm and Hinman: 
 
Hamilton:  
 
 
 
 
 
Schramm:  
“The dish contained spiced 
hazelnuts, a switch from the 
pecans on the printed menu 

and I think for the better. They worked very well with the goat cheese pillow 
and the onions. The mead was an impressive rendering of blueberries, and 
stood well on its own.  The pairing was sound; appealing but not quite as 
compelling as the first course.  I was curious to know if the blueberry mead 
would pair better wit the third course, and held some back to test my 
theory.” 

 
 
 
Hinman:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Third Course:   Grilled sockeye salmon, summer pea and orzo pasta, roasted white asparagus 
   chardonnay sabayon, fried capers 
 
Pairing:    White Winter Dry Mead 
 
The choice to pair the White Winter Dry, a very light and  
palate-cleansing mead (made with honey only) with the 
richness of the salmon was a study in contrast.  The 
salmon was flaky, rich and sweet.  The asparagus was 
similarly earthy and rich, and the simplicity of the Dry 
mead was a refreshing respite between bites. 
 
Notes from Hamilton, Schramm and Hinman: 
 
Hamilton:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Schramm:  
“My suspicions proved wrong.  This pairing was spot on, 
and the blueberry fruitiness did not pair nearly as well 
with the pea orzo pasta and capers as did the dry mead.  
The white clover and basswood nose was delicate but 
characteristic.  This course was tremendously satisfying, 
and was gone before I lost my hunger for it.” 
 

 
 
 
Hinman:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Fourth Course:  Roasted Boar Chop, Yukon Gold potato gratin, wilted swiss chard,   
red wine demi glace, black currants 

 
Pairing:    White Winter Black Mead 

 
Nearly forgot to take a picture of this 
course, so sorry you have to look at it 
already half-devoured!  The black mead 
(made with honey and black currants) is the 
only mead that could stand up to the rich, 
earthy flavors of the boar chop.  This plate 
alone was a meal in itself!  Again the 
appearance of the raw fruit in the chard 
highlighted the similarities and differences 
with the fermented black currants. 
 
Notes from Hamilton, Schramm and 
Hinman: 
 
Hamilton:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
Schramm:  
“These flavors melded memorably.  I loved the flavor of the boar with 
the black currants and chard, which were cooked to tender perfection. 
The boar was a bit challenging for me, though.  It was apparent from 
the faces and voices at the table, though, that I was having more 
difficulty than the others. In this case, I felt the mead was perhaps more 
attractive than the food.” 
 

 
Hinman:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Cheese Course:  French Brie and Baguette, toasted hazelnuts, local honey, dried fruit compote 
 
Pairing:    White Winter Sweet Mead 
 
If at this point you’re wondering how we could go 
on eating – you’re not alone!  We were wondering 
the same thing!   Luckily the meal was very 
leisurely, and over the 3-1/2 hours there was 
plenty of time for relaxing, talking, nibbling a bit 
on the previous dish, and sipping on your 
remaining mead or three (some of us kept more 
than one glass in front of us at a time, as you can 
see from the photo.) 
 
The cheese and bread course was a nice breather 
after the richness of the boar and potatoes.  It was 
fun to taste the creamy, muskiness of the brie 
followed by White Winter’s Sweet Mead.  The 
dried fruit meanwhile echoed the mead’s 
sweetness. 
 
Notes from Hamilton, Schramm and Hinman: 
 
Hamilton:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Schramm:  
“Flat out stunning.  There were absolutely no angles here, and the fruit 
compote and mead played off each other like a Bach Contata.  The brie, 
hazelnuts and local honey created that wonderful cognitive dissonance 
between the desires for gorging and savoring.  Bravo.” 
 
 
Hinman:  
 



Dessert Course:  Chocolate Lava Cake, Black currant glaze, Izzy’s vanilla ice cream 
 
Pairing:    White Winter Black Harbor 
 
With the dessert course, the break was over – and time for a 
serious chocolate fix to satisfy the most craven chocoholic!  The 
gooey hot chocolate sauce flowing out of the chocolate cake was 
visually eye pleasing – in addition to being delicious!  The contrast 
of the steaming hot chocolate and the frosty ice cream was striking.  
And riding in over the top of both was the White Winter Black 
Harbor (a fortified honey and black currant mead – coming in at a 
whopping 21% alcohol.  It can’t be called “port” because the 
definition requires grapes be used, hence Hamilton calls it “Black 
Harbor – for when not just any “port” will do.”) 
 
Notes from Hamilton, Schramm and Hinman: 
 
Hamilton:  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Schramm:  
“Again, wonderful.  The cake is dense and rich but not overly sweet, nor is the 
glaze, and the mead provides such a finishing blast of flavors that my neurons 
are firing on overdrive.  At this point I am beginning to wonder if there is 
enough blood in my body to operate both my stomach and my brain.  The 
fortified character of the mead cuts through the fullness of the dessert very 
effectively, and keeps the whole package from going too far.” 
 
 
Hinman:  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 


