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INTRODUCTION
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I have had opinions about coffee ever since I can remember. The seeds were planted when I was four or five and my parents let me open their green can of MJB Coffee with a can opener. I felt so adult—dangerous tools and cans of coffee! I loved the moment when the can opener pierced through the metal and there was that hiss as the air rushed out of the vacuum-sealed chamber. All of the aroma came out in a whoosh, and it smelled incredible. I begged my parents for a taste, but they refused.

My parents’ coffee setup was seriously considered, emphatically defended, and brutally misguided. We lived in Fieldbrook, a Northern California town in rural Humboldt County, where my dad worked for the State Board of Equalization and my mom was a homemaker. They had a Corningware plug-in percolator with a light blue cornflower design—a classic. My parents put in the coffee the night before and set the lamp timer that my dad bought at the hardware store so all of us would wake up to that gurgling sound. As I got older, I realized that it was the sound of coffee dying. They drank it with extra-rich milk.

I begged and begged them to let me try the coffee, and after my prolonged campaign, they finally let me take a sip. Of course, I was repulsed. I couldn’t believe how terrible it tasted compared to how good it smelled. It turns out that the whoosh of coffee aroma coming from the can was the best moment that the coffee had. The maximally cheap, underdeveloped, preground coffee never had a chance of tasting good. This experience stayed with me much longer than it would have had the coffee been delicious—the tension between smelling something great and having it taste horrible gnawed away at me over the years. I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was supposed to be more to the experience of drinking coffee.

It took a few years to heal from that experience, and in some ways the bafflement never went away. But things got better when my oldest sister married and moved to Santa Cruz, where I would go and visit. Her husband was born in Italy, so, as a rebellion to my parents’ ways, they drank Medaglia d’Oro, which they prepared in a Mr. Coffee machine. My mother, of course, did not approve.

They would drink pots and pots of coffee, and they were cool and young enough to be different from my parents. Instead of talking about road conditions, sales tax, and grammatical errors, they talked about Solzhenitsyn, J. D. Salinger, and Jerry Brown. They drank coffee with half-and-half and sugar, which made the coffee itself beside the point. At their house, coffee was social. I was about twelve when I started drinking it, and it was fun to participate in this cultural exchange. I felt grown up drinking coffee and talking about the issues of the day.

But drinking coffee with my sister did not make me cool. Au contraire. As I got older, I became increasingly dedicated to playing the clarinet. To give you an idea of how nerdy I was, in the ninth grade I gave up playing Dungeons & Dragons so I could spend more time practicing my clarinet. One day in high school a group of kids pushed me up against some lockers and called me “Flute Boy.” I almost said, “Well, actually…,” like I was going to correct them for accusing me of playing the wrong instrument.

When it came time to go to college, I enrolled in the University of California at Santa Cruz so I could study clarinet with renowned musician Rosario Mazzeo, who lived in Carmel, about an hour away. I was working very hard, about four or five hours a day with Rosario in Carmel, plus taking a full load of courses toward a philosophy degree, which required lots of reading and writing. I started drinking a lot of coffee—a lot of bad coffee.

When I was working on a paper for a college course, I averaged about one cup of coffee per completed page of the paper. It was less for pleasure and more a pharmacological necessity, and it only escalated as I started working as a musician. If you have to play in an eight o’clock opera and it’s a four-hour show, you need coffee.

Santa Cruz actually had a few cafés with drip coffee bars at the time, and I used a plastic cone at home. I didn’t have very much money, but every once in a while I went to this store that that sold Chemex and French press pots and coffee beans from different origins. Their offerings seemed exotic and unobtainable. When I had a little money left over from a gig, I would try a few things. That was the first time I had the chance to buy coffee from specific places. Hmm, coffee from Kenya? Interesting.


After college, I went to New York to study with Kalmen Opperman, another famous clarinet teacher, and then worked as a professional clarinetist for eight years, including while I was in graduate school at the San Francisco Conservatory of Music. I became part of what is called the Freeway Philharmonic, a group of around 150 people who live in and around San Francisco and play for regional symphonies nearby, in smaller cities throughout Northern California, such as Monterey, Napa, and Modesto. Since each symphony only had a five- or six-week season, we tried to patch together a living by playing in several different orchestras.

In tandem with my music career, my interest in coffee continued to grow. I got into roasting coffee at home, using a perforated baking sheet in the oven. Once in a while I would get on a plane to perform outside of California. Back then, if you were going to Phoenix and wanted to drink good coffee, you had to fend for yourself. (This may still be true.) I would pack beans and a Zassenhaus hand grinder, and sometimes I’d even take them on the plane with my little French press and ask the flight attendant for hot water.

I feel like everything that has worked out for me in coffee didn’t work out for me as a musician. As clarinet player, I was saying yes to jobs I didn’t want and not winning auditions to jobs I did want. I was getting enough work to live, but it wasn’t my favorite work. I was driving 30,000 miles a year in a series of beat-up used cars.

The moment when it crystallized for me was in early 1999. Due to the vicissitudes of my freelancing schedule, I ended up playing Holst’s The Planets three times with three different orchestras in a six-month period. Maybe you know that piece. There are recycled versions of it in everything John Williams swiped for the Star Wars movies and everything bombastic and shallow you’ve ever been annoyed by in every action movie of the last twenty years, plus the horrible Phyrgian raised fourth that was everywhere in early twentieth-century English classical music (I’m talking to you, Gordon Jacob, and you, Edward Elgar). The Planets, along with Carl Orff’s Carmina Burana, had been grating on me more and more with each passing year of being a musician. Playing The Planets with three orchestras within a year, this time as clarinet two in the Modesto Symphony, made me realize that if I played it one more time, I would go on a rampage and hurt people with my clarinets. I needed a plan B, and coffee was all I could imagine.

However, there was a brief interlude. At the tail end of the dot-com boom, some friends asked me to come work for MongoMusic, a website similar to Pandora’s personalized Internet radio service. The basic concept was “Tell us what songs and artists you like, and we’ll stream you music you’ll enjoy.” Imagine this big wall with impressive dials and flashing lights, but behind it squirrels on treadmills frantically trying to keep the lights on. We were the squirrels—squirrels with headphones on. A different song was piped in every thirty seconds, and then we did a very fast, cursory, musical analysis.

I’d never had a nine-to-five, Monday-to-Friday kind of job before. As a musician, I had practiced all day and performed most weekend nights. Now I had a salary, got paid every two weeks, and didn’t have to drive to Modesto. It was what I needed. But it lasted all of seven months, then guys wearing tan pants and polo shirts started showing up. Turns out they were from Microsoft. They shipped us up to Seattle, where Mongo became MSN music. Pretty soon, they figured out how to automate what the squirrels were doing, and I was laid off right after September 11, 2001.

Losing that job was how I got started in the coffee business. At that point, I didn’t want to sell coffee drinks—that came later. I wanted to roast and sell coffee beans. I was roasting coffee at home, experimenting with different beans and roasting levels, and I realized I needed a commercial space dedicated to roasting.

I saw a “For Rent” sign on Telegraph Avenue in Oakland’s Temescal district and called the number on the sign. It turned out the landlady had a fairly large space that was too expensive for me. But she was intrigued with what I was proposing, and she said she had a little potting shed that was available, right off the patio of the restaurant Doña Tomás. It was 186 square feet, and she proposed $600 a month rent. I didn’t know rents were negotiable, so I agreed.

I started building it out, even though I didn’t have much money. I went to Idaho and bought a little red Diedrich roaster. I remember opening the crate, seeing the roaster, and being astonished that this would soon be my career. I put it at one end of the shed and installed a three-tub sink, one of the many sinks required by the health department.
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All of those early experiences were so vivid. As the coffee roasted, I dumped out small amounts of it at one-minute intervals, or even twenty-second intervals, and brewed them. It was an amazing process of self-education and discovery. Basically, I was figuring out what I thought was delicious. I had this image of how I wanted things to taste, and I was trying to make that happen.

I got up early because I had to stop roasting when the restaurant opened for dinner at five. It would get really hot in the shed, so I kept the door open, and I usually blasted opera from my little stereo. As soon as the roaster was installed in the space, I began to develop roasting profiles and blends for my first farmers’ market in mid-August 2002. Later, when business started picking up, I roasted all day on Sundays and Mondays, since the restaurant was closed those days. The roaster could only roast 7 pounds (3 kg) at a time, and once, before I moved to my roasting facility in Emeryville, I did fifty-three batches in a row, at 17 minutes a batch; it’s a company record that still stands.

At that time, I ordered all of my beans from Royal Coffee, a green coffee importer and supplier Blue Bottle still uses for some of our coffees. I would drive down to the warehouse in Emeryville and load two or three bags of coffee into my Peugeot station wagon. It still seemed so mysterious. I would think, “That came from Yemen? Astonishing!” “That came from Ethiopia? Amazing!” As I opened a bag, I’d wonder what the coffee was going to be like. The more I think about it now, the more I realize it was a little crazy to just show up and act like a coffee roaster because I say I am—to get set up in that little shed, schedule inspections, and get them checked off. It feels like I established a legitimate, viable business entity mostly through luck and stubbornness.

Now that I was paying rent, I had to start selling coffee. Plus, my son, Dashiell, had just been born to me and my first wife. My goal was to have a stand at the Saturday San Francisco Ferry Plaza Farmers Market but you have to work your way up, and the first market I could get into was the Old Oakland Farmers’ Market, on Fridays.

To do some outreach, I went to the Ferry Plaza market and gave bags of my coffee to my favorite vendors: chocolatier Michael Recchiuti, Berkeley’s Acme Bread, and Miette Cakes. This was back when the Saturday market was smaller and still a precursor to today’s Ferry Plaza Farmers Market, and back when the now-famous Michael Recchiuti and Miette didn’t yet have permanent stores.

One day when I was at the Oakland market, it was so slow that I mostly just sat there reading Adam Gopnik’s Paris to the Moon. Then I got a call from one of Caitlin’s partners at Miette. She said she had an espresso cart and wanted to use my coffee.

Yes! I thought. I would be selling an extra 4 pounds (1.8 kg) of coffee a week. Awesome!

When I started making the coffee drinks for Miette, I impressed upon them, perhaps too emphatically, that coffee was very difficult to make properly. So eventually they sold me the cart. (I found out later that they had chosen my coffee primarily because they thought the bag was cute.) While Miette was operating the cart, I would swing by their kitchen to provide training on technique, and I met Caitlin during my first trip. At the time, we were both involved with other people, and our romance wouldn’t begin for almost a year, but I remember thinking what a strange creature Caitlin was. She was fast and pragmatic and cute and tough. She would wear vintage dresses to sell cakes at the farmers’ markets and would constantly text her partners using an early smartphonelike device called a Sidekick. I nicknamed her “the baker from the retro-future.” All of the Miette bakers, especially Caitlin, were sources of such fascination for me—I had never imagined the existence of women so earthy, ambitious, dedicated, and young, all at once. Eventually, both my and Caitlin’s single-minded focus on our businesses took the inevitable toll on our relationships, so we would get together every so often, as confirmed bachelors, to compare notes on our lives and our newly single existences.

After a few weeks of helping Caitlin and her crew make coffee at the Berkeley Farmers’ Market, I bought their espresso cart and started running the cart at the market twice a week.

Slowly, people started taking notice of my coffee. At the time, it was still rare to have short, well-extracted shots of espresso and milk that wasn’t super hot or bubbly. Plus I was trying different extraction techniques and using different beans, blends, and roast profiles for the espressso. I also had a wobbly wooden drip bar that I would make all the brewed coffee on: very laboriously, one cup at a time. People thought that was crazy. They were not accustomed to waiting. These days it’s more common for people to pay attention to the details while making coffee—and there are more people making coffee that doesn’t flow out of an airpot—but at that time it was unusual. Some people were interested, and some thought it was ridiculous. That’s probably still the case.

At the end of 2003, renovation of the Ferry Building was complete and the market had moved to the adjoining plaza. Shortly thereafter, I heard there was finally an opening for a coffee cart at the market. I had to come in and give a blind tasting. I didn’t know that another roaster had been invited to give a tasting at the same time. He had a very polished presentation, with immaculate totes stacked on a hand cart. A hand cart! Why didn’t I think of that? They took our coffees to a tasting panel in another room. A week later I found out that I got in.

My spot was off to the side, in what was then a dead zone near a rotisserie chicken truck. I had one employee who came to help an hour before the market started; otherwise it was just me, my Peugeot wagon, and the cart.

I remember a couple of drizzly Saturdays in December when things were really quiet. Then, one Saturday in January the weather got nicer. It was right before the winter Fancy Food Show, which is always held in San Francisco, so there were a lot of chefs and food people in town. I looked up, and suddenly there were fifteen people in line.

It’s basically been like that ever since.
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People would wait a long time for their coffee. They must have found it unusual, watching a couple of people to take forever to make one drink. It must have looked arduous and fascinating. Ultimately, they liked the product. But it was all so puzzling to me. Perhaps that was because of the overall context of my life. I was exhausted all the time. When I wasn’t selling coffee, I was roasting it. At the same time, I was getting divorced and taking care of my boy. It was all so intense, and also kind of wrenching. Everything was so new.

At the farmers’ market, I was plunged into a community of people unlike anything I’d experienced. I had friends in the classical music world, but that world tended to be chilly and formal. The food community was very warm, and everyone was so curious about what I was doing. I wanted to explain to my friends in the classical music world about these strange, demonstrative people who spend so much time outside and will hug you for almost no reason. Plus, it’s such a sensual world, in part because you’re feeding people. That shift in my life was breathtaking. I was doing hard physical labor, and I was surrounded by people who were so excited about what they were doing and what I was doing.

I like how tangible everything is in coffee. With the clarinet you practice, practice, practice and rehearse, rehearse, rehearse. When you perform, you’re training essentially invisible muscles to manufacture a vibrating column of air. Coffee is tangible. I am actually able to change the brain chemistry of my customers. Making an espresso is a performance that lasts ninety seconds and then you’re done. You go on to the next performance. You may get applause or you may get boos, and then you move on.

After a few failing and unsuave attempts to interest Caitlin in more than just “hanging out,” I managed to convince her that I needed a date to accompany me to observe the coffee service at a new wholesale account. The account was the restaurant Aziza, now a Michelin-starred San Francisco legend, but at the time it was a relatively unknown spot in San Francisco’s Outer Richmond District. The chef/owner, Mourad Lahlou, was trying to break out of the Arabian Nights school typical of Moroccan restaurants by emphasizing scrupulous sourcing and modern cooking techniques. That was September of 2004, and although there was a certain amount of skepticism over what a cute, young baker was doing with such an uptight, old guy, Caitlin and I have been together ever since.

After things started taking off at the Ferry Plaza Farmers Market, I wanted to open a café, but I didn’t have enough money to do that. However, I had a friend who owned a building in Hayes Valley, near San Francisco’s Civic Center, and he said I could set up a kiosk in the garage of his building. I got a permit and opened the Blue Bottle kiosk in January 2005. That was the first Blue Bottle location open every day.

I didn’t know if it was going to work. The kiosk was on a dead-end alley that smelled like pee. I used credit cards and a little savings to start the business. I should have had more money, and I should have had more experience. I should have worked at a café at least once before starting the business!

After a few months, the Blue Bottle kiosk started to get a lot of attention, and not just for the improbability of the location but because we were doing things in ways that were unusual for a San Francisco café at the time. No sizes, no flavors, a six-drink menu, the first PID-controlled La Marzocco espresso machine in California, all shots pulled thick and short, all drinks steamed to order, latte art on every milk drink, strict monitoring of coffee freshness, and no airpots! All of the drip coffee was ground and brewed to order using a drip bar of our own design. Now it’s not so hard to find shops like this in many parts of the country (absent the pee-smelling alleyway), but at the time it was unusual.

Somehow it worked. Three years to the day after we opened the kiosk, we opened our first café at San Francisco’s Mint Plaza. Within a year, we opened cafés at the Ferry Building and the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, as well as new roasting facilities and cafés in Oakland and Brooklyn—two roasting facilities and four coffee shops inside a year. After that, we opened cafés in the Rockefeller Center, Chelsea, and Tribeca, and a kiosk on the High Line—all in Manhattan.

If I’d had any background in the coffee business or business in general, I never would have started the company. I probably would have said, “It’s too hard. It’s not practical. There’s no way you can make a profit working so slowly.” But I think the fact that I didn’t have preconceived notions about it meant I was freer to take a leap and do something more personally meaningful.

Ignorance is bliss. It’s like how people who aren’t native English speakers have ways of speaking that are charming, even if not technically correct. For example, when you sell coffee, you’re supposed to have sizes—small, medium, and large, or perhaps tall, grande, venti, and so on, right? I had no sizes, and I refused to make coffee in large batches and put it an airpot. Coffee gets stale within minutes of brewing it. Plus, if people are confronted with a spigot, they don’t get to have the experience of seeing how the coffee is constructed.

Instead, I decided that, at Blue Bottle, we would grind your coffee, put it in a filter, and slowly pour water over it. We will construct your coffee. —J.F.
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GROW
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For those of us raised with the idea that coffee is a dark powder that comes in a can, it’s easy to forget that coffee actually comes from a fruit that grows on trees and is subject to seasonality and harvest cycles. Though green coffee—the term for unroasted coffee beans, which come in various shades of jade green—can be held much longer than roasted beans, coffee should preferably be consumed within a year of harvest, though that can vary depending upon how it’s packed, shipped, and stored. Once we run out of a coffee from a particular harvest, that variety is gone until the next harvest. There are cafés in Japan that feature coffees aged twenty years or more, and Italian roasters sometimes age certain beans for their espresso, but these are the rare exceptions.

Fortunately, coffee is harvested almost year-round in the world’s various coffee-producing regions, which extend from well-known areas in Latin America and Africa to lesser-known regions in Taiwan and India. Hawaii is the only U.S. state with the right climate for commercial coffee production, so for most of us, coffee growing is a fairly distant and mysterious thing. This chapter will cover the basics of how and where coffee is grown, looking at how farmers and millers transform the juicy red berries from the coffee tree into green coffee beans. Then I’ll offer a more in-depth look at a few of my favorite coffee-growing regions, as well as two growers Blue Bottle works closely with: Lorie Obra in Hawaii and Aida Batlle in El Salvador. I’ll also discuss issues such as organic certification and how we get access to some of the world’s best coffee, such as the online auction called Cup of Excellence.

Coffee Growing

The two main types of coffee that are harvested for consumption are arabica, from the species Coffea arabica, and robusta, from the species Coffea canephora (formerly known as Coffea robusta). Arabica, which is of much higher quality than robusta, accounts for around 70 percent of the coffee grown worldwide, and those of us in specialty coffee work almost exclusively with it. At Blue Bottle, the only exception are a few robustas—principally certified organic robustas from India and Madagascar—that we use to add depth and an oily body to one espresso blend. So I’ll focus on arabica here.

Coffea arabica is native to Ethiopia and was the first coffee to be grown commercially. Within this species, there are thousands of varieties—called varietals in the coffee trade. Typica and Bourbon are two of the most widely grown varietals.

PLANTING AND FARMING

Coffee beans are the seeds inside the fruit of the coffee tree, which is actually more of a shrub. While it can grow quite tall, it is usually trimmed down to around 6 to 10 feet (1.8 to 3 m). The tree has oblong leaves, and its fruit, called the cherry, is about the size of a cranberry and has an outer skin that is dark red when ripe. Underneath the skin is the pulp, or mucilage, a sticky substance surrounding the coffee bean that is so high in sugar that it tastes sweet if you bite into it (and it’s caffeinated!). Each coffee cherry usually contains two coffee beans, each with a flat side; peaberries are a naturally occurring mutation in coffee cherries that contain only one round coffee bean in each cherry. In any case, the beans are wrapped in parchment, a thin papery layer that must be removed during processing, and under that is the silverskin, an even thinner layer that comes off, for the most part, during roasting.

The ideal growing conditions for arabica coffee are a constant moderate temperature, a latitude between approximately 10 degrees north and south of the equator, and an altitude approximately 3,000 feet to 6,000 feet (915 m to 1,830 m), though coffee is grown successfully at lower altitudes. The higher the coffee is grown, the more slowly it develops and the denser the beans become, which can create more interesting flavors. Much like wine grapes grown under “stressful” conditions in great growing regions, the challenge of altitude forces coffee plants to focus their energy on developing seeds, rather than more extensive vegetative growth, which would be the plant’s inclination under less stressful circumstances.
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Depending on climate and elevation, coffee might be grown under shade trees, which can protect both the coffee plants and the native bird species, explaining the origin of the term shade-grown. However, coffee is also traditionally grown without shade in Brazil and in places with a lot of natural rainfall, such as Hawaii.

Trees start producing fruit at around three to four years of age. At this point, they’re given fertilizer and pruned regularly for easier harvest and higher yields. Irrigation is uncommon in coffee farming, which is why rainfall, storms, and drought can have a huge influence on the worldwide coffee market.

HARVEST

Coffee is different from other fruit trees in that the plant continues to produce flowers and newly ripe cherries throughout the fruiting season, even on the same branch, which results in repeated crops—and requires a lot of hand labor for harvest. In some regions the fruiting season lasts only a few months, while in others, such as Brazil—one of the few places where mechanical harvesting is common—it lasts for about six months. Harvest timing and duration also vary depending on altitude.

Because the fruiting season can last so long, some trees or branches will be full of red cherries, while others will have a mixture of blossoms, green or pink (underripe) cherries, dark red (ripe) cherries, and brown (overripe) cherries. Harvesting only ripe coffee cherries well is a skill and directly relates to higher coffee prices. So if roasters choose to buy excellent, well-harvested coffee, the farmers have an incentive to offer a premium to the best pickers. Therefore, careful harvesting can directly lead to increased standards of living for both farmers and their pickers.

Yields average around 2 to 3 pounds (0.9 to 1.4 kg) of green coffee per tree per year. Each 100 pounds (45 kg) of coffee cherries results in about 20 pounds (9.1 kg) of green coffee.


Processing

Most small farmers send their coffee cherries to a mill, where they enter the next stage of their journey: processing. In this important step, the green coffee beans are removed from the fruit and dried to prepare them for transport. In most cases, the harvest from small farms is processed with the cherries of other nearby farms, whereas larger growers often do their own processing. However, the increased demand for single-origin microlot coffees means that some small farms do their own processing or strictly supervise the processing of their beans, keeping them separate from those of other farms (for more on this, see the profiles of Lorie Obra and Aida Batlle).

The two main processing styles used in the coffee industry are washed, also called wet, and natural, also called dry. Washed beans are washed or soaked in water to remove the outer pulp before drying, whereas natural processing means the beans remain in the cherry for drying. Within those two basic categories, there are many variations.

The style of processing that’s chosen varies according to local tradition and has a lot to do with access to water. For example, natural processing is traditional in the Harar region of Ethiopia, where water is scarce. On the flip side, natural processing doesn’t work well in rainy climates because it requires a long drying period. Farmers who pay a lot of attention to processing also vary their methods depending on what works best with specific varieties and what their customers want.
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WASHED COFFEE

Washing, or wet processing, results in coffees with higher acidity and more consistency, and these are among the reasons why this is the most common processing method. The basic process goes like this: the cherries are sent through a pulping machine, which removes the outer skin, leaving the sticky mucilage, or pulp, still clinging to the beans. The beans are then soaked in water, and often gently agitated during this stage. They are then allowed to ferment for a period of time that ranges from hours to a day or two, during which time the pulp falls off. (Note that all fermentation and drying times vary greatly depending on the type of equipment used and the weather, so these are all approximations.)

After fermentation, the beans are rinsed and washed and then allowed to dry, either in the sun on patios or raised beds, or in a mechanical dryer, usually for a period of four to eight days, depending on sunlight and climate.

Kenya-style processing is similar to wet processing, with a longer fermentation period—often with an additional rinsing and soaking period that results in coffees with high acidity and elegance. The cherries are pulped and then fermented for eight to sixteen hours. Next, the beans are washed, then soaked in clean water, usually for six to twelve hours, but sometimes as long as forty-eight hours.

NATURAL COFFEE

Natural processing, or dry processing, is the original way of processing coffee. In this method, coffee cherries are dried whole on raised beds, mats, or patios. Some farms in Brazil let the coffee cherries dry on the tree and then harvest them when they resemble small prunes. Because the beans remain inside the fruit as it dries, this results in a very noticeable difference in aroma and flavor. For example, this is how Ethiopian natural coffees develop the fruity flavors and blueberry scents they are known for. Natural processing also results in coffee with more body and less acidity.

This method does not come without risks. If the beans rest in the wet fruit for too long, the fruit will ferment and get moldy or impart a sour, yeasty taste to the coffee, so frequent raking is necessary during the drying period, which usually lasts around three weeks. The beans are then either stored in their skins for a period of months or hulled right away in a machine or by hand to remove the dried outer skin and the inner parchment.

Natural coffee is a somewhat controversial topic in today’s coffee world. Some coffee professionals claim that natural processing is wrong because it allows reabsorption of some of the coffee fruit into the coffee seed, creating a characteristic fruit bomb flavor profile that can either hide subtle faults or obscure subtle virtues. Personally, I’ve had both stunningly refined dry-processed coffees and lurid, bombastic, overpowering dry-processed coffees, and I would be loath to live in a world where coffee scolds limited our access to them.

PULPED NATURAL COFFEE

Popular in Brazil, pulped natural processing is a cross between wet and dry processing. It is also known as honey processing, the word honey referring to the sweet pulp. As in wet processing, the cherries are pulped, removing the outer skin but leaving the mucilage attached to the beans. But then instead of soaking, the beans are spread on large tables to dry for anywhere from five days to two weeks, with the mucilage still surrounding them. The resulting coffees are more consistent in quality than dry-processed coffees and tend to have similar characteristics, such as a lot of body and low acidity. However, they don’t develop vivid fruit notes of dry-processed coffees.

WET HULLING

Wet hulling is a version of pulped natural processing used widely used in Sumatra, where it is called giling basah. It results in coffees with heavy body and low acidity. The process starts like pulped natural processing, except the coffee is only dried for about a day with the mucilage attached. Next, the beans are washed, partially dried again, and then hulled to remove the parchment before the beans finish drying.

FINAL STEPS

After the first phase of processing, using one of the above methods, which is somewhat confusingly called wet milling as a whole, the coffee beans are usually stored for one to three months to help balance out their moisture levels. Then they enter a phase called dry milling, when the parchment is removed and they are sorted by size. This serves two functions: first, roasters like coffees of even size and density because this makes roasting easier. Second, larger beans often fetch a premium because the coffee is thought to have been harvested from riper cherries and might cup better. After sorting, storage time can vary, but the coffee beans should ideally arrive to customers within one year of harvest, preferably sooner.

 


IN DEFENSE OF BLENDS

A blend is a combination of coffees from different countries or regions, whereas a single-origin coffee is from one country, one region, one farm, or even one part of a farm. The notion of which is more desirable—a blend or a single-origin coffee—has seesawed throughout the history of coffee. Right now the single-origins have it. But focusing only on rarified single-origin coffees is like being at a restaurant with only Grand Cru Burgundies on the wine list. A good restaurant’s wine list includes hearty house reds, approachable whites, and different types of wines at different price points. Sometimes people want something simple, consistent, and delicious. That’s what a good coffee blend can do.

The main reason we blend is to achieve a consistently delicious flavor. The first blend was probably Mocha-Java, in which a winey, bright coffee from Yemen (which at the time shipped from the Red Sea port of Al-Makha, or Mocha) was added to the heavy, thick coffees being shipped out of Dutch coffee holdings in Java. As commercial coffee roasters came on the scene, their desire to create proprietary blends that would taste the same throughout the year led to more focus on blends than on the origins of the green coffee itself. This allowed coffee companies to “cheat” and increase their margins by sneaking in cheaper, lesser-quality coffees and hoping to cover them up with careful blending. As large companies producing commodity-grade canned coffee used cheaper and cheaper raw materials, the degradation in quality soon became evident. When Peet’s came on the scene in the late 1960s, commercial blends had sunk to such a nadir of quality that Peet’s blends, made from carefully selected high-quality coffee chosen to have enough acidity to withstand very dark roasting, were revelatory.

Coffee blending for espresso has been a fixture in the Italian market since the introduction of the espresso machine. Whether out of economic constraints or the desire for a simple, delicious, muted flavor profile, Italian coffee companies have been putting time and energy into the careful development and maintenance of their espresso blends for decades. Espresso coffees have been blends from their inception, and for good reason. As mentioned in the section on Brazil, espresso really took off in Italy after World War II due to the scarcity of high-quality green coffee. Coffee roasters combined lower-quality beans, including robustas from Africa, with slightly better-quality coffees from Brazil. Both coffees had lackluster acidity, reasonably thick body, and a lot of potentially off flavors, and if made like a modern pour over, might yield a pretty frightening cup. However, espresso extraction tends to increase the perception of acidity and body and mute funky qualities. So one of the reasons espresso extraction evolved is that Italians figured out how to use modest ingredients to make something delicious, the same way they reinvented basic cornmeal into polenta and, when they had no chocolate, created gianduja using sugar, cocoa powder, and hazelnuts.

At Blue Bottle, we offer several espresso blends and brewed coffee blends that highlight diverse flavors, and all are extremely popular. We put forethought and energy into maintaining a consistent flavor with excellent coffee, even as the availability of specific beans changes seasonally. Although we are thrilled with the dazzling array of vibrant single-origin coffees we source, we realize that many of our customer come to us for delicious, comforting consistency, and our blends achieve precisely that.

The question everyone working in coffee is asking today is how we want our coffee to taste. We have unparalleled options in terms of green coffee and an unprecedented customer base. Do we want something to taste as consistent as possible from week to week and year to year, or something that’s constantly different? Sometimes people come into our shops, god help them, before they’ve had coffee. Sometimes they’re seeking reassurance. They don’t want bell pepper notes one morning and evocations of watermelon Jolly Rancher the next. They want something that’s going to be delicious and suit their preferences whenever they buy it. Then there are the people who want novelty, excitement, and surprises; they are the ones who tend to be drawn to single-origins.

What can get lost in the discussion is that maintaining a blend year after year is expensive and requires a lot of forethought and skill. You have to make buying decisions six or seven months in advance—and then you have to write checks based on what you think you’re going to use in a blend. You have to be resourceful in managing the alchemy as different coffees interact in different ways. With single-origin coffees, the situation is much more straightforward: when you run out, you buy something else.

The focus on single-origins is valuable and timely. These days we have a lot more access to quality lots of single-origin coffees that should be showcased on their own. There are some coffees that are so distinct, so brilliant, and so inspiring that they absolutely need to display their qualities unmediated by the influence of other coffees. Single-origin coffees also allow the efforts of the farmer to be better noted and rewarded. All of that said, there is definitely a place for blending: to make coffee drinkers happy by giving them a specific, repeatable experience tailored for a particular and enduring context.
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Getting to Know Coffee from Three Favorite Regions

I try to avoid generalizing about coffee. But then again, let’s generalize. Beans from particular places are sought after because of certain characteristics they are known for. So rather than exhaustively covering all of the coffee-producing regions around the globe, let’s focus on three of my favorite coffee-growing countries.

[image: A crude outline of Ethiopia]

ETHIOPIA

Ethiopia is the birthplace of coffee. In fact, the English term coffee bean probably comes from the Ethiopian word bun, for coffee, and Kaffa, a region where the arabica bean is a native plant. Ethiopia, which ranks sixth in production among coffee-growing nations, is the source of some of the most memorable coffees I’ve had. Some of Ethiopia’s best-known coffees are named for the region they come from, such as Yirgacheffe in Sidamo, which gets its distinctive floral notes from the coffee varietals, terroir, and traditional wet processing, and Harrar, which is dry processed and tends to have distinctive, bright fruit flavors.

Because Ethiopia is where coffee originated, it has more indigenous coffee varietals than any other nation. Whereas the rest of the world grows a handful of varietals originally smuggled out of Ethiopia and nearby countries, Ethiopia has over one thousand. Imagine if there were one thousand varieties of tomatoes at the farmers’ market! Because of the huge variety, there’s always a fascinating new Ethiopian coffee to try, something incredible you’ve never tasted before.

Ethiopia has a rapidly growing local market for its coffee; about half of the coffee grown in Ethiopia is consumed in Ethiopia. An internal market builds the economics of the coffee industry in that country. As more people in Ethiopia drink Ethiopian coffee, the nation’s coffee farmers will benefit, not just because of increased demand, but also because they receive more direct feedback about quality.

Meanwhile, many more varieties of coffee are now being exported from Ethiopia’s various coffee-growing regions. Some are great, and some not so great, so it’s much more difficult to generalize about taste profiles from specific regions than it used to be. The big organic co-ops produce so many different lots, and the only way to get coffee that meets Blue Bottle’s standards is to constantly do cuppings, or evaluative tastings, of the current offerings. (For details on cupping, see Cupping at Home.) Blue Bottle buys a lot of coffee from the Yirgacheffe region, both dry and wet processed. I adore these wet-processed coffees when they’re at their best; they are delicate and floral, with an underlying body and sweetness similar to Moscato d’Asti, an Italian sparkling white wine.

With so many dazzling coffees coming out of Ethiopia, and increasing investment in identifying great varietals, I believe we are only starting to see how wonderful the possibilities of Ethiopian coffee are. And on top of all of this, Ethiopia’s organic certification options and coffee processing infrastructure are among the best in the coffee-growing world.

ETHIOPIAN CUP CHARACTERISTICS There’s a lot of dry processing in Ethiopian, which yields the classic blueberry profile, both in nose and in the cup, that Ethiopian coffees are known for. Even the wet-processed coffees can have amazing, delicate flavors, such as jasmine and stone fruit, with baking spices. However, the flavor of these wet-processed coffees is more subtle, and it’s easier to roast out some of the more delicate qualities.

VARIETALS: Because of the huge number of coffee varietals in Ethiopia, the country has a numerical system in which the type of bean is referred to by a number, rather than a name of the varietal, as is the case in other countries. However, there may be several varietals present in any given bag of Ethiopian coffee, even one labeled single-origin.

 


TALKING ABOUT ACIDITY

The word acidity is a wedge that can separate coffee professionals from their customers. As coffee professionals, we need to use this word a lot, but we try to use it internally. When customers hear or use that word, it’s typically as a pejorative. They hear acidity and think, “My tummy hurts!” They think about sharp, unpleasant flavors that actually aren’t directly related to the pH level of the coffee; rather, they’re related to compounds that develop as a result of poor brewing, holding coffee for a long time, or careless roasting of poor-quality green coffee.

At Blue Bottle, when we speak to customers about acidity, we try to use words like bright, snappy, or lively. Technically, when coffee professionals use the word acidity, we aren’t talking about the pH level, but the presence of particular acids that are the same as those in lemons, berries, vinegars, and other “lively” foods. All of that said, coffee professionals generally revere these compounds more than most of our customers do, so we have to be careful that we don’t let acidity become the primary driver in our decision to buy a coffee.
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BRAZIL

As the world’s largest coffee producer, Brazil is responsible for a lot of the stuff that comes in cans; it’s also had a huge role in the evolution of espresso, traditionally a humble blend of Brazilian beans. But in our buying trips to Brazil, we are seeing a new generation of farmers, often second- or third-generation farmers, who are studying coffee roasting and service in Europe and the United States, cupping intensively, and producing high-quality coffees that will be widely sought out as vibrant and distinctive single-origin coffees, not just beans that serve as a pleasant base in an espresso blend.

Coffee was first planted in Brazil in the eighteenth century, and commercial cultivation began in the 1800s around São Paulo. Early plantations relied on slave labor and then immigrant (almost-slave) labor after slavery was officially outlawed. The rapid growth of Brazilian coffee farming in the nineteenth century, which caused massive deforestation, also led to Brazil’s near domination of the market. The country produced 80 percent of the world’s coffee for a time in the early 1900s, a number that has since fallen to around 30 percent. Coffee played a huge role in the industrialization of Brazil.

So much of the style and character of Brazilian coffee is about its processing—the pulped natural method that’s native to Brazil. Because of the large scale of production, reliable weather, and lack of shade canopy, in the early days most Brazilian coffee was dry processed, and there is still a lot of dry processing in Brazil. But pulped natural processing has been an important part of Brazil’s relationship with espresso, which came into fashion in Italy in the postwar years, when all the country had access to was low-grade dry-processed Brazilian coffee and rubbery-tasting robusta from North Africa. The pulped natural process turned out to be a preferable form of processing because it tends to create a heavier body and to mute acidity, adding a sweetness and refinement typically not present in dry-processed Brazilian coffees. In the 1980s, spurred on by large companies like Illy, even more coffee farms began to use pulped natural processing to get a more consistent product geared toward espresso extraction.

When the Cup of Excellence (COE) auction launched in Brazil in 1999, it helped spur a subculture of attention to the highest-quality coffee. Over the last decade, COE has rewarded farmers for diligently cupping and separating the best coffees into microlots to get the best prices. A meticulous domestic café culture is still in its infancy there, and the vast majority of the better-quality beans are still exported. However, since Brazil’s economy is rapidly growing, more of the best Brazilian coffee is consumed internally. Interestingly, it is illegal to import non-Brazilian coffee into Brazil, so the range of coffees the increasingly affluent internal market can enjoy is limited by law. It remains to be seen how that will affect the growth of high-end cafés in Brazil.

Certified organic farming is still very rare for Brazilian coffee. Because almost all of the Brazilian coffee Blue Bottle buys is organic, we tend to deal with a tiny subset of farms that we’ve grown to appreciate over the years.

BRAZILIAN CUP CHARACTERISTICS The majority of Brazilian coffee is grown at 1,800 to 4,000 feet (550 to 1,220 m). As a result, Brazilian coffee tends to have a softer, more muted flavor than those grown at higher elevations, and this quality is heightened by natural and pulped natural processing. It has a lovely, round, gentle quality and is rarely strident. It has sweetness—molasses and sugary tones—without many fruity notes. Good Brazilian coffee is comforting, likable, and seldom polarizing.

VARIETALS: In addition to classic varietals, such as Bourbon and Typica, Brazilian hybrids include Icatu, which tends to have low acidity and chocolate flavors; Mundo Novo, which is sweet and has high yields; and Catuaí, which has a brighter flavor.

 


THE LEGACY OF SUMATRA

Owing to the influence of Peet’s Coffee, a lot of coffee drinkers, especially in Northern California, adore woody, peaty coffees from Indonesia and particularly from Sumatra. Early on in establishing Blue Bottle, I decided to not offer a single-origin Sumatran coffee because I realized that no one would buy anything else! So much of the cup character comes out of the processing that it is hard to find lots that have enough character to offer as single-origin coffees.

Instead, at Blue Bottle we love the deep cello-section notes of clean Sumatran coffees and rely on them to provide the depth that we like in our espresso and brewed coffee blends. However, for the last few years, we’ve been roasting single-origin coffees from a project in the Toraja region of Sumatra’s nearby neighbor Sulawesi. These coffees are fully washed and have so much brightness and so much depth that they overpower a delicately calibrated blend. Plus, they really need to stand on their own to be appreciated.



[image: A crude outline of El Salvador]

EL SALVADOR

In El Salvador, coffee growing has a violent history that began in the late nineteenth century, when foreigners took over lands from native peoples. During the Salvadoran Civil War, from 1980 to 1992, the guerrilla movement was driven in part by the plight of exploited farm workers. A lot was lost during the war, but some people theorize that one result of the turmoil was preservation of more of the old coffee varietals that might otherwise have vanished. Because the war went on for twelve years, farms didn’t have a chance to modernize, so they continued to grow many of the old varietals.

One of the qualities that keeps me coming back to great coffee from El Salvador is substantial body that doesn’t overshadow the complex flavors. I love the juxtaposition of density and vitality in the best Salvadoran coffees.

As in most coffee-growing regions, the majority of the coffee farms in El Salvador are at lower elevations and produce commodity-grade coffee. However, El Salvador does have reasonably good infrastructure at high elevations, decent access to the deepwater Pacific port of Acajutla, great microclimates, and farmers dedicated to preserving the delicious but lower-yield Bourbon and Pacas varietals. These factors come together to create some of my favorite coffees.

EL SALVADORAN CUP CHARACTERISTICS What I love about great coffees from El Salvador is the way their complexity and sweetness is meshed with a heavy, silky body.

Blue Bottle is lucky to be able to obtain a small amount of a beautiful coffee from El Majahual, in the Los Naranjos region in El Salvador, managed by Aida Batlle. It tends to have has notes of brown sugar and sometimes plum, butter, and toffee—a complex cup that’s tangy and has a long molasses finish. When we’re at the farm at the right time, we can often get El Majahual beans in as many as four different processing types: washed, dried, pulped natural, and the variation of the wet-hulling process Aida calls “Sumalvador.”

VARIETALS: Key varietals grown in El Salvador are Bourbon, Typica, and Pacas. Pacas is a Bourbon mutation that has a bright flavor with floral characteristics and a heavy body.

Farmer Profile: Lorie Obra, Hawaii

Since so much of the world’s coffee is grown in faraway countries, at Blue Bottle we’ve been excited to have the chance to work with a coffee grower in our own backyard, so to speak. Lorie Obra of Rusty’s Hawaiian, a 12-acre (4.9-hectare) farm on the Big Island’s southern edge, has experimented extensively with processing to produce some truly astonishing results. I visited Rusty’s in the past and recently decided to go back to learn more about the farm’s growing and processing methods.

Rusty’s is located on the slopes of the Mauna Loa volcano in the Big Island’s Ka`u District, about 60 miles (97 km) from the Kona coffee region. At about 2,000 feet (610 m), the farm is at a relatively high elevation by Hawaiian standards.

Lorie is part of a group of Ka`u coffee growers who are building the region’s reputation. She and her late husband, Rusty, founded the farm in 1999 after relocating from New Jersey, where they had worked as a medical technologist and a chemist. They wanted to be near Rusty’s parents, who used to work for a sugar plantation that dominated the area until it closed in 1996. Lorie said they originally thought they might open a Dunkin’ Donuts franchise or a bed and breakfast—until they visited a friend’s new coffee farm, part of an initiative to convert abandoned sugar fields to coffee growing. As she reports, “We saw the farm and the trees loaded with red-ripe cherries. Without even saying anything to each other, we knew deep in our minds and in our hearts that this was what we were going to do.”

The couple secured their lease on a lot on the southern slope of Mauna Loa, surrounded by mountains and wild sugarcane and with a wide view south toward the Pacific. Using seedlings donated from family friends in Kona and Ka`u, and mostly volunteer labor, they planted seven thousand trees over 9 acres (3.6 hectares). Since the closest mill was in Kona, they decided to do the processing themselves, which meant buying specialty equipment, including a pulper, a huller, and even a small roaster. Because both had a background in science and had worked in laboratories, they were aware of all of the variables that might affect quality and wanted to control everything.

Soon, Rusty was approached by other new coffee farmers to head up the growing Ka`u Coffee Growers Cooperative. Grower William Tabios confided to Rusty that he didn’t think he could make it as a farmer. Rusty assured him that good times were ahead. Sure enough, in 2007 the Specialty Coffee Association of America ranked Tabios’s beans sixth-best in the world, and he and other Ka`u growers, including Lorie, have continued to receive that type of recognition.

Unfortunately, Rusty didn’t live to see the progress of the cooperative or his own farm. Diagnosed with cancer, he urged Lorie to get rid of the farm because he thought it would be too hard for her to carry on by herself. When he died in 2006, she wasn’t able to find someone to take over the farm’s lease, and she managed to keep the operation going.
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In 2008, the owner of their land brought in several coffee experts to meet with the Ka`u growers, including roast master R. Miguel Meza, of Paradise Coffee Roasters in Ramsey, Minnesota. Miguel became Lorie’s mentor, and she started sending green coffee samples to him back in Minnesota, representing different processing times, down to the number of hours of fermentation.

Soon thereafter, Miguel moved to Hawaii to work for Hula Daddy Kona Coffee in Kona and began visiting Lorie on the weekends, helping her identify her trees and conduct more experiments and teaching her how to cup. Demand for her coffee increased, and Lorie was still doing everything, from picking to shipping. Fortunately, her daughter, Joan Obra, and son-in-law, Ralph Gaston, both journalists, decided to move out from California to help her with the farm. Miguel also relocated to Ka`u, and soon Pete Licata, a U.S. barista champion, soon joined them. In addition to running Rusty’s, they also are partners in Isla Coffee, a company that develops custom lots of coffee by working with farmers in Hawaii, Taiwan, and elsewhere.

Rusty’s has won numerous honors that have helped Lorie sell a lot more coffee, and she thinks that they would make Rusty happy. “His vision was to bring Ka`u coffee up alongside other great coffees of the world,” said Lorie, who has a bracelet tattoo with Rusty’s name set inside a lei of coffee leaves and cherries. “I want to be a part of this Ka`u coffee revolution and bring Ka`u coffee up there. I have strived very hard to attain that.”

Hawaiian coffee is relatively expensive, primarily because labor costs are high compared to elsewhere in the world. But when you see the high-quality production at Rusty’s, the cost seems reasonable. Lorie tells her pickers to select only the cherries with full color, similar to selecting the best strawberries at the farmers’ market. She doesn’t want those that are green, half ripe, or browns (which means overripe).

One person working to Lorie’s standards can pick about 12 pounds (5.5 kg) of ripe cherries per hour, enough to produce about 2 pounds (0.9 kg) of finished roasted coffee. On top of that, add the several hours of processing that goes into each batch.

“Hawaiian coffee is not overpriced,” says Miguel. “It’s just the rest of the world’s coffee is undervalued.”

Each year Rusty’s produces about 1 pound (0.45 kg) of green coffee from each of its roughly six thousand trees (they have thinned the orchard since the initial planting). Most of the farm is devoted to four varietals: Guatemala Typica, Yellow Caturra, Red Caturra, and Red Bourbon. Harvest in their part of Ka`u, called Cloud Rest, usually lasts from November to May, but Lorie can purchase fresh coffee cherries from other Ka`u growers most of the rest of the year, depending on their elevation. Lorie personally processes all of the cherries—from her own farm or other farms—using her methods and high standards.

After the cherries are picked, they go to Lorie’s house in Pahala, a small town about ten minutes down the mountain from the farm, for processing. Processing always begins on the same day as harvest, which means Lorie—and often Miguel, Pete, Joan, and Ralph—tend to work late for eight to ten months of the year.

Lorie varies her processing methods depending on the varietal, weather, and customer demand. The first step she takes for any processing method is to “float” the cherries, which means to immerse them in water, a common practice in the industry. Any cherries that float to the top are removed because they contain low-density beans that didn’t develop well and will lack flavor and sweetness. Then, unlike many of her competitors, Lorie and the rest of the crew meticulously sort through the remaining cherries to discard any that are overripe or underripe, or that simply aren’t the perfect shade of full red or yellow. After sorting, Lorie begins processing.
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PROCESSING

Like most people in the coffee trade, Lorie uses wet processing most often. To begin, she pours the cherries into her pulper and uses a garden hose to spray water through the machine. The machine removes the skin from the cherries, spitting out coffee beans covered in sticky pulp. She transfers the slippery, slimy beans into buckets filled with cold water and leaves them to ferment overnight. After much trial and error, she has found that about eight to ten hours of fermentation is the right amount of time for her coffee; it also gives her a little time to sleep.

In the morning, the beans sit in a thick brownish soup. Using a pool pump, Lorie sucks out the liquid and rinses the beans with fresh water. At this stage, the pulp has separated and the beans, which have a gritty, sandpapery feel, are spread on waist-high wire drying racks set up around Lorie’s yard, each with a corrugated vinyl cover that can be deployed when it rains. The beans dry in the sun for five to eight days.

For dry, or natural, processing, Lorie spreads the cherries on the drying racks immediately after sorting and lets them dry until they reach a moisture level of 10 to 11 percent; typically three weeks. The amount of time depends on the weather. To prevent mold and unwanted fermentation, Lorie rakes the cherries frequently during drying. During the third through fifth day, when the skins have turned leathery and are no longer fragile, she rakes the cherries as often as once per hour.

For pulped natural processing, after the cherries have been pulped, they are spread on the racks to dry. During the first day they must be raked every twenty minutes for even drying and to prevent mold from developing. Joan often sets up her laptop in the backyard so she can work between rakings. After that, they need to be raked only twice per day, and the full drying period is about five to ten days, depending on the weather.

FINAL STEPS

After wet, dry, or pulped natural processing, the beans are placed in special bags in a shed. Wet-processed and pulped natural beans are stored for three months, and dry-processed beans are stored for four to five months. As Lorie says, “My coffees need their beauty sleep.” Miguel explains that this extra step prevents the coffee from having a grassy, astringent flavor.

In all cases, the goal is to have the beans roasted within nine months of picking. When the beans are ready to ship, they go through the hulling machine, which removes the parchment, and then they are sorted to remove small and defective beans. After sorting, the green coffee is inspected and certified by the Hawaii Department of Agriculture and shipped or flown to customers. One big advantage for customers in the United States is that Rusty’s shipments don’t have to go through customs, unlike coffee from other parts of the world, and this greatly speeds delivery.
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THE CUP OF EXCELLENCE

When you look at the big shift that has happened in the coffee world over the past decade, the Cup of Excellence (COE) has been an influential part of it. Now the world’s most prestigious international coffee auction, it was created in 1999 when a group of roasters wanted to improve access to great coffee from previously unknown growers.

The COE has been instrumental in building worldwide awareness of the distinctiveness of single-origin coffees. The high prices even for the lower-placing lots (which are often still beautiful and rarefied coffees) allow coffee farmers to see that there is a market for quality coffee. As opposed to charity-based programs, the COE is a quality-based program where the rewards are greater in accordance with the caliber of the coffee.

The vast majority of coffee growers around the world bring their coffee to a central mill for processing, where it gets mixed with other coffees from the same region. With COE, which aims to find the best coffees from specific member countries in annual competitions, any farmer can enter his or her coffee beans, no matter how small the operation. Since the first competition in Brazil, it’s increased to eleven countries, mostly in Central and South America.

After farmers send in their samples for consideration in a COE competition, the coffees are cupped five or six times, first by a national jury composed of residents of the country, then by an international jury of mostly coffee roasters. The winners are ranked, with the first through third getting the most attention, and then all of the coffees are placed in an online auction. Interested bidders receive samples of green coffee before the auction.

Blue Bottle bought its first COE lot in 2006, the year we began bidding. We now usually bid in four to six COE auctions a year and hope to get at least one lot in most of them. Lot sizes vary from year to year and country to country, but often the lots are quite small—around 2,000 pounds (900 kg). When we cup the samples we’re considering for bidding, we list the coffees by farm name and not numerical ranking, so we don’t know how they placed in the competition. More often than not, there are one or two coffees that we absolutely adore, and it’s up to our green coffee buyer to juggle the often competing demands of cash flow and desire when the Internet auction begins. Coffee buyers from all over the world sit down simultaneously at their computers and bid on their favorite lots. A single lot of coffee has been priced at over $100,000. (Interestingly, if that lot would have been sold on the commodity market that year, it would have sold for $7,500.) So in many cases, roasters bid together rather than take the whole lot. We have the disadvantage of being one of the smaller coffee companies bidding on entire lots, and paying in dollars instead of yen works against us as well. Sometimes we get our hearts broken when we’re outbid on a particular favorite, but we usually luck into a few great lots every year. I expect that as we grow, we’ll be able to buy, roast, and serve more of our favorite COE coffees.

COE means great coffee, and the COE logo is something our customers now look for. Also, COE auctions are a great way to get employees excited and involved. Once the samples are roasted, we have open cuppings, with side-by-side tasting of the various samples, for all our employees. Then we feature a smaller subset of our favorite lots at public cuppings. Usually the coffees will have a common thread that lets people start to get a handle on “Brazil-ness” or “Rwanda-ness,” even though there’s a lot of diversity among the submissions from any given country.



Farmer Profile: Aida Batlle, El Salvador

When you can trace your family’s coffee growing lineage back four generations, it might seem predetermined that you will become a coffee farmer. But when Aida Batlle was six, she and her family fled El Salvador to escape its civil war, and she grew up in the United States.

In the summer of 2002, Aida, who had settled in Nashville, went to El Salvador to visit her parents, who had previously moved back to oversee the family’s coffee farms. Coffee prices were at their lowest point in many years, and her father seemed overwhelmed. Suddenly she knew she was going uproot her life in the United States and become a farmer. “My parents looked at me like I was crazy,” she says.

Aida wanted to learn as much as she could about the coffee trade, so she started attending lectures and sought help from the Salvadoran Coffee Council. She heard about the Cup of Excellence and decided to enter coffee from two of their three main farms in the first El Salvador COE, which took place in 2003. She was shocked when one of their entries won first place.

Before their COE win, her family had never cupped its own coffees or even tasted them. Aida became the first woman to win first place in a COE and her coffee’s price—$14.06 a pound for green coffee—also set a record. Aida had quickly become one of the world’s most celebrated coffee growers.

Aida now is in charge of the family’s four farms (three of them named for places in Africa): Tanzania, located at 4,180 to 4,530 feet (1,275 to 1,380 m); Mauritania, at 4,590 to 5,250 feet (1,400 to 1,600 meters); Los Alpes, at 5,085 to 6,150 feet (1,550 to 1,875 m); and Kilimanjaro, at 5,185 to 5,645 feet (1,580 to 1,720 meters). Aida is also a consultant and oversees picking, sorting, and overall quality of the lots she chooses at two other farms, El Majahual in Los Naranjos, at 4,920 feet (1,500 m), and Plan de Batea in Cerro Verde, at 4,590 to 4,920 feet (1,400 to 1,500 m).

When she took over the farms, Aida instituted organic practices right away and got organic certification in 2005. Farming organically results in a significantly lower yield than conventional farming and so does using older varietals, which are also more susceptible to disease. Yet Aida has stayed loyal to traditional varietals, such as Bourbon, which her great-great-grandfather first introduced to El Salvador. The Mauritania farm grows all Bourbon, Kilimanjaro has mostly Kenya and Bourbon, Los Alpes has Typica and Bourbon, and Tanzania, a newer addition to the family farms, has almost all Bourbon.

“In El Salvador in this day and age, it’s hard to stick with the older varietals with the cost of production being as high as it is, and if you’re not in the market to have direct trade with a roaster, you depend on an exporter or mill to sell your cherries to,” says Aida, who started Aida Batlle Selections to help connect other quality local growers to roasters.

People in the industry who have visited Kilimanjaro have said its Kenya (spelled Kenia locally) coffee trees might be the prized African varietal known as an SL-28, based on its cup profile and the way the plant looks, though Aida has never had the trees tested. Kilimanjaro was one of the only farms in the area with Kenya trees, and some of the trees were uprooted and stolen during Aida’s first COE.

Aida has a farm manager for each of the farms, and each farm employs at least ten people year-round, plus seasonal pickers. After the coffee is harvested, the mill sends a truck to pick up the cherries. Aida or a staff member is constantly on site to monitor the processing. She is always looking to experiment, mostly based on suggestions from customers.

One of her innovative practices is offering customers something like a menu, with the same coffees processed several different ways. Each experiment is very small, using about 25 pounds (11.3 kg) of cherries, which amounts to about 5 pounds (2.3 kg) of beans, and customers have to preorder. Aida doesn’t allow her coffees to be blended with those from other farms, and the only blend she offers is called Aida’s Grand Reserve, a mix of peaberry coffees from three of the family’s farms.

After Solberg & Hansen of Oslo, Norway, purchased Aida’s first-place COE lot back in 2003, she went to visit the café so she could see her coffees in the cup. She had never seen latte art and was intrigued. “I can do everything perfectly, the exporter can do everything right, and so can the importer and then the roaster. But really everything hangs on the barista,” says Aida, who later received barista certification from the Barista Guild of America to deepen her knowledge of what happens to her coffee after it leaves the farm. It is this kind of attention to detail that continues to earn her reverence from the international coffee community.

Farmers such as Aida and Lorie set an impressive standard. Their care and dedication is abundantly evident in the coffee. And when coffee comes into our roastery in such good condition, we realize that the only people who can ruin the farmer’s excellent work is us. So we try to stay inspired by their example and pour all of the resourcefulness and care that we can summon into making something delicious. In the next chapter, I’ll explain what we do to turn their agricultural product—green coffee beans—into a memorable and compelling beverage.



WHAT IT TAKES TO BE ORGANIC

Almost 85 percent of the coffee we roast at Blue Bottle is certified organic, and our roasteries are certified organic too. Organic certification is expensive, cumbersome, and bureaucratic, both for farmers and at our roasteries. So why do we think it’s worthwhile? It’s not just about pesticides.

At the farm level, the downsides to organic certification are high cost, limitations placed on water treatment, and first-world bureaucratic expectations placed on third-world environments. But the positive impact of a successful organic program is undeniable: authentic documentation of the coffee’s cleanliness and sustainability at every step in its journey from seedling to cup. For coffee to be certified organic, all of the elements of the entire chain, from farm to washing station to shipper to holding warehouse to roastery, is regularly inspected, and the scrutiny extends far beyond just measurable pesticide residues. Practices examined and documented include environmentally correct water treatment at the farm, not using chemical-based cleaning supplies, and not using genetically modified (GMO) seeds, to name just a few.

Even when small farmers can’t afford the steep fees for organic certification, they can adopt organic practices. This is where having a direct relationship with growers is invaluable. Even though Blue Bottle’s priority is to use certified organic coffee in our blends and as many of our single-origin coffees as possible, the most important criteria is purchasing single-origin coffees from farmers we admire and whose practices we respect. That said, we do mention that we will happily pay more for the coffee if the farmer progresses toward organic certification.

If a roaster buys certified organic coffee but hasn’t gotten the roastery certified, then he or she can’t call it organic. Is that fair? Well, yes. If a roaster uses toxic cleansers, doesn’t clean equipment properly between batches, or isn’t keeping adequate records to assure that certified organic coffee is consistently present, measurable residues can be introduced into previously clean coffee. I’m always leery when I hear baristas in other shops describe a coffee as “better than organic” or “as good as organic” because it implies that there’s some kind of sliding scale within organic certification. There isn’t. Coffee is either certified organic or it’s not. All of us along the chain work very hard to keep our records perfect and our environment clean in exchange for the privilege of showing a seal that demonstrates an unbroken chain of inspection and quality all the way back to the coffee seedling.
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