Making a Starter 

To step up the quantity of yeast, we make a yeast starter. This is a simple process, but you need to be careful about sanitation. You want to grow brewers yeast, not bacteria or wild yeast. Remember, too, that you are growing yeast. While the process is similar to making a mini batch of beer, the objective is different. 

The correct specific gravity for starter wort is a matter of some disagreement. Wyeast says it should be between 1.020 and 1.030. White Labs recommends about 1.040. Many commercial breweries make starters with gravities of 1.048. What everyone seems to agree on is that yeast grow more rapidly in lower gravity wort. The disagreement revolves around whether lower gravity wort properly prepares the yeast for pitching into the actual batch. 

My recommendation is to begin with relatively low gravity wort; 60% of the projected gravity of the actual batch is a good rule of thumb. For instance, if your batch is going to have a gravity of 1.050, you would make a starter with a gravity of (50*0.60 = 30) 1.030. For a high gravity beer, I would step the yeast up a second time into a starter that was closer in gravity to the batch, perhaps 75–80%. How big of a starter do you need? Since you 
probably don’t have the equipment to count yeast cells, you have to base it on the volume of the starter. A standard rule of thumb is to step up the volume of yeast to 6–10 times the amount of wort that you start with. That means, if you are going to make a 5-gallon (19 L) batch, you would ideally pitch from a 2-quart (~ 2 L) starter. Any of the “pitchable” yeast tubes or large smack packs can be pitched directly into a 2-quart (~2 L) starter. 

A Starter, Step by Step 
Here is how to make a 2-qt. (~2L) starter with a gravity of about 1.030. 

1. Heat 2 qts. (~2 L) of water to boiling. 
2. Add 6 ozs. (170 g), or about 
11/2 cups, of dry malt extract. 
3. Add 1/4 tsp. of yeast nutrient. (This is optional, but recommended). 
4. Boil for 15-20 minutes. (Watch out for boilovers!) 
5. Remove from heat and cool to below 90° F (32° C). 
6. Transfer starter wort to a sanitized container that provides at least a couple of inches of headspace. A one-gallon (3.8 L) apple cider bottle works well, as does a brewpub growler or 3-liter soda bottle. 
7. Aerate well. 
8. Add yeast. 
9. Close the container with a stopper and airlock or simply cover with aluminum foil. 
Keep the starter warm, at the upper end of — or even slightly above — the supplier’s recommended temperature range. Don’t be surprised if you don’t see a lot of foaming or airlock activity. Starters often ferment quickly, but quietly. If, after a day or two, you see yeast sediment in the container, your starter has been active. 

Using the Starter 

Once the yeast goes through the growth phase, the starter is ready. At this point, a layer of gray, putty-like yeast will have settled to the bottom of the container. You can decant the liquid and only pitch this yeast sediment, or you can pitch the entire starter. If you decant the liquid, you will lose some yeast still in suspension, but will not dilute your batch as much. If your starter was similar in gravity and color to your batch, however, diluting is not an issue and I recommend pitching the entire starter. In either case, you need to swirl the container to loosen the sediment on the bottom. 

