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Introduction


The histories of distilled spirits are often hazy and it can be difficult to pinpoint when exactly a new type of spirit is born. And while agave spirits have been made in Mexico for longer than the modern country has existed, somewhere around the end of the 19th century, in the lowlands of Jalisco, something began to change. Mezcaleros in and around the town of Tequila began to favour blue agave in the fermentation and distillation of their local spirit. At the same time, they found that cooking the agaves with indirect steam in above-ground ovens gave the spirit a cleaner flavour and so they abandoned the traditional earthen pit ovens, which tended to impart a smokier character. It is possible that simply one of these modifications would have caused mezcal made in Tequila to be just another regional variant that did not stand out. But together, they acted like lenses that combined to snap tequila into focus as something related, and yet altogether different.


Tequila is fascinating because it is a spirit permeated with tradition and yet it is simultaneously thoroughly modern. This dual nature means that tequila uses the language and terminology from its native roots in Mexico, its colonial and revolutionary past, its embrace of new technologies, as well as its long love affair with the United States of America. This mestizo vocabulary is made up of legal, production, botany and cocktail terms that may not always be immediately clear. With hundreds of defined terms, The Tequila Dictionary is the perfect resource for both aficionados and for those looking to learn more about this wonderful, and sometimes misunderstood spirit.


Like many others before me, I was introduced to tequila through cocktails. While I found the Tequila Sunrise to be overly sweet, the Margarita was fantastic, and I found tequila able to shine through the citrus and sweetener. This experience drove me to learn more about tequila in its various forms (blanco, reposado, añejo and extra añejo), and to explore other agave spirits being made both inside and outside of Mexico. Along the way, I’ve met people who have sworn off tequila as well as those to have devoted good portions of their lives to this enchanting spirit. But no matter where one might fall in this spectrum, there is no denying that tequila and its sister spirits from agave offer an interesting view into the history, culture and economics of Mexico and its intertwined relationship with the United States of America.


As a dictionary, you the reader are free to choose your own adventure and follow your interests and questions wherever they lead. Whether you dive in headlong or dip into the book occasionally, you are bound to find tequila to exist in a fascinating world that can be both serious and technical as well as fun and light hearted. Either way, grab a snifter of añejo or a Margarita and enjoy.


—Eric Zandona
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100 Años | BRAND



The second most popular tequila in Mexico, the 100 Años line includes blanco, reposado and añejo expressions that, depending on the market, are either 100 percent agave or mixto tequilas. 100 Años is produced in the Mexican lowlands at NOM 1102 in the town of Tequila. All 100 Años tequilas begin by extracting inulin from blue agave piñas with a diffuser. The resulting liquid is then pumped into large autoclaves that use heat and high pressure to cook (hydrolyse) the inulin into fermentable sugars. These agave sugars are pumped into fermentation tanks and either fermented on their own for 100 percent agave tequilas or mixed with cane sugar to make 51 percent agave mixto tequilas. All 100 Años tequilas are then column distilled before being proofed for the blanco expression or barrelled for any of the aged expressions. 100 Años is owned by international spirits conglomerate Beam Suntory, so it is quite likely that the reposado and añejo expressions are matured in ex-bourbon barrels from Jim Beam before being bottled.


SEE ALSO


100 percent agave


Autoclave


Beam Suntory


Diffuser


Mixto


Normas Oficiales Mexicanas (NOM)


Sauza Tequila



100 percent agave | CLASSIFICATION



A labelling term that is regulated by the Mexican government. Tequilas made from a ferment of 100 percent agave sugars are allowed to add the terms “100% agave”, “100% de agave”, “100% puro de agave” or “100% puro agave” to their labels. For a long time, this was a marker of quality that could distinguish traditional tequilas from mixto tequilas that were distilled from a wash containing only 51 percent agave sugars. However, since the introduction of the diffuser in tequila production – which extracts agave sugars without cooking the piñas – the 100 percent agave label is not as strong as it once was. Diffusers are much more efficient in extracting agave sugars, which lowers the cost of production, although there is a cost in terms of the flavour and aromas produced during fermentation. In the community of tequila aficionados, there is a growing consensus that diffuser tequilas do not taste as good as those that use brick ovens or even autoclaves. Lastly, mezcals can also add the term “100% agave” or “100% maguey” but, because mixto mezcal is not legally allowed, all certified mezcals are known to be made from 100 percent agave, regardless.


SEE ALSO


Autoclave


Brick oven


Diffuser


Mixto
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1800 Tequila | BRAND



Among the top five bestselling tequilas in the USA, 1800 Tequila is produced at Casa Cuervo, NOM 1122, which is owned by the Beckmann family, descendants of Don Jose Antonio de Cuervo. The name 1800 refers to the year Casa Cuervo claims tequila was first aged in oak barrels. First released in 1975 as a premium tequila, 1800 comes in silver, reposado and añejo expressions made from 100 percent blue agave. According to Casa Cuervo, it harvests mature blue agaves between eight and twelve years old. The piñas are halved and steam-cooked in brick ovens for 48 hours before the agave is milled to collect the liquefied sugars. The agave juice is pumped into 50,000-litre (about 13,200gal [US]) fermenters for about 50 hours. When fermentation has finished the agave wine is double distilled. Some of the unaged spirit is used for bottling the silver expression, and the rest of the spirit goes into oak barrels. The reposado spends six months in French and American white oak, while the añejo spends fourteen months in just French oak.


SEE ALSO


Brick oven


French oak


Jose Cuervo


Normas Oficiales Mexicanas (NOM)


White oak



Abocado (mellowing) | PRODUCTION



Mexican regulations allow tequila and sotol to be mellowed with the addition of caramel colour, oak extract, glycerine and/or sugar syrup. Abocado, or mellowing, allows a distiller to soften a spirit and add colour and character to it without the time and expense of maturing it in a wooden barrel. Caramel colouring can be added to unaged spirits to give it a golden colour, or it can be added to batches of reposado or añejo spirits to standardize the colour from multiple barrels before bottling. Oak extract can add both colour and wood character, while glycerine and sugar syrup add softness and sweetness to the spirit and can reduce any harshness from the alcohol.


SEE ALSO


Caramel colouring


Glycerine


Oak extract


Sotol


Sugar syrup



ABV



See “Alcohol by volume (ABV)”.



Agave (maguey) | PLANT



A genus (Agave spp.) of flowering plants native to Mexico, although they can be found growing anywhere from the American Southwest to northern South America. Agaves are succulents with a large rosette of thick, fleshy and spiny leaves. Agaves store energy in the form of a soluble fibre called inulin and, depending on the species, can take from five to thirty years to become sexually mature. In general, agaves have two reproductive strategies: one, to create cloned offshoots at the base of the mother plant; and two, to flower and seed. Agaves are also monocarpic plants, meaning that they flower only once in their life cycle, spreading their seeds and then dying, as opposed to polycarpic plants that flower multiple times in their lifespan. Referred to in Nahuatl as metl and in Spanish as maguey, agaves have historically been used as a source of food, fibre, needles and alcohol. In the 19th century, agaves were transported to other countries as ornamental plants and taken to South Africa as a reserve food supply for grazing cattle.


SEE ALSO


Blue agave


Espadin
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Agave syrup | COCKTAIL INGREDIENT



A food sweetener derived from agave plants, most commonly the blue agave (Agave tequilana var. azul). On average, blue agave can take six to ten years to mature. Once the agave has reached maturity, harvesters will cut the spiny leaves away from the heart of the plant and detach it from its base. Agaves store their plant energy as inulin, a type of soluble fibre that is non-digestible by humans. However, inulin is water soluble and in the presence of heat can break down into fructose, sucrose and glucose. Because of this, agaves are either cooked with steam, shredded and pressed to collect the sugar-rich water, or raw agaves are shredded, rinsed in hot water to extract the inulin and then that inulin water is heated to convert the inulin into digestible sugars. The result in both processes is a mixture of water and sugars from the agave. For agave syrups, this mixture is concentrated by reducing the total volume of water, giving the mixture a thicker consistency, somewhere between simple syrup and honey. In the early 2000s, agave sweetener became increasingly popular as a sugar substitute because it was perceived as being natural, it tastes sweeter than regular sugar (which suggested that people might consume fewer calories), and it has a lower glycaemic index (GI) than regular white cane sugar. The glycaemic index measures how quickly a person’s blood-sugar level will rise after eating. Agave syrup has a lower glycaemic index because it consists of up to 90 percent fructose compared to cane sugar, which is 50/50 fructose and glucose. Glucose does not need to be processed by the gut or liver before being used by the cells for energy, which is why foods with more glucose raise blood-sugar levels faster. In contrast, fructose must first be processed by the liver, which is why it is slower to raise blood-sugar levels. However, in the 2010s, research began to show that consuming significant levels of fructose can cause liver damage, increase cholesterol and contribute to cardiovascular disease.


SEE ALSO


Agave


Blue agave


Diffuser



Agave tequilana



See “Blue agave”.



Agavoni | COCKTAIL



Created by the German bartender and drinks writer Bastian Heuser, the Agavoni is a variation of the incredibly flexible combination of spirit, Campari and sweet vermouth. And, according to US spirits writer Paul Clarke, the Agavoni pairs the freshness of blanco tequila with the citrus from the Campari to make a drink that tastes like spring.


SEE ALSO


Mezcal Negroni


AGAVONI RECIPE


25ML / ¾FL OZ BLANCO TEQUILA


25ML / ¾FL OZ CAMPARI


25ML / ¾FL OZ SWEET VERMOUTH


2 DASHES ORANGE BITTERS


Fill a mixing glass with ice and add equal parts of blanco tequila, Campari and sweet vermouth with two dashes of orange bitters. Stir to mix, chill and dilute slightly. Strain into an Old Fashioned glass filled with ice and garnish with a grapefruit twist. The drink can also be built in the glass: fill an Old Fashioned glass with ice, add all ingredients, stir to mix and garnish with a grapefruit twist.
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Aguardiente | CLASSIFICATION



Roughly translated as “firewater”, aguardiente is a catch-all term in Mexico for distilled spirits that do not fit into any established category. Mexican law defines aguardiente as any spirit distilled from a fermented mash or wash of any agricultural commodity if that commodity makes up at least 51 percent of the fermentable sugars, and is bottled between 35% and 55% ABV. It is possible to have an aguardiente de caña (sugar cane), frutas (fruit) or agave, among others. The term “aguardiente de agave” is used by the distillers whose spirits either do not conform to the Denomination of Origin (DO) regulations or where spirits are made outside one of the DO zones for agave spirits such as tequila or mezcal.


SEE ALSO


Alcohol by volume (ABV)


Denomination of Origin for Mezcal (DOM)


Denomination of Origin for Tequila (DOT)



Alambique (copper pot still) | PRODUCTION



The alambique (alembic in English) is a pot still traditionally made of copper that was invented around 800 AD by the Arab alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan. The Arabs used the alembic to create perfume and herbal concentrates for medicinal purposes. The Muslim conquest of Hispania (the Iberian Peninsula) introduced this technology to Europe, where it was used for both medicine and beverage alcohol. During the 16th-century conquest of Mesoamerica, the Spanish brought the alembic with them and used it to distil spirits from sugar cane, fruits and agave. The alembic still is also referred to as a “pot still” because it is essentially a pot with a top shaped with a narrow opening. As the contents of the still are heated, alcohol evaporates and rises upward. Slowly, the vapours progress through the narrowing head, which leads to thin tubing that is usually surrounded by water to cool the vapours into a liquid that can be collected. Because of its shape, the pot still is effective but less efficient than the more modern column stills. In tequila production, alembic stills can be made of copper or stainless steel; however, the use of copper in distillation is important because it helps to remove sulphur from spirits that might otherwise have an off aroma and flavour.


SEE ALSO


Column still
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Alcohol by volume (ABV) | PRODUCTION



A measure of the alcohol concentration in a mixture per unit of volume. Alcohol by volume, sometimes abbreviated as either Alc by Vol or ABV, states the percentage of the volume of a mixture, usually an alcoholic beverage, that is made up of pure alcohol. Because alcohol is less dense than water, it is possible to use a hydrometer to measure the density of a liquid and from that determine what proportion of the liquid is alcohol. However, one drawback to measuring alcohol by its volume is that the volume of a given sample also depends on temperature, so when hydrometer readings are taken a second calculation must be done to adjust for temperature. Most manuals giving the relationship between a hydrometer reading and ABV are set at 20 °C (68 °F).


SEE ALSO


Proofing



Alembic



See “Alambique”.



Altos de Jalisco | REGION



A geographic region of the eastern portion of the Mexican state of Jalisco. Los Altos de Jalisco (the Jaliscan Highlands) is the second highest tequila-producing region within the Denomination of Origin (DO) – Los Altos sit between 1,735m and 2,130m (about 5,700– 7,000ft) in elevation. With its higher altitude than the Tequila Valley, the climate tends to be cooler and the soil is mostly red clay. The agaves grown in this region tend to take longer to mature because of lower average temperatures and because they grow on hillsides rather than a valley floor. Because of these differences, agaves from this region are described as being sweeter, with more fruit and floral notes that come through in the distillate. Drawing on the success of the wine and Scotch world, it has become more common for tequila distilleries and brands to promote the region that their agaves come from. However, when a panel of experts blind-tasted tequila from Los Altos and the Tequila Valley, the region played no role in their preferences for most tasters. Tapatio, Cazadores and Patrón are among the best-known tequilas from Los Altos.


SEE ALSO


Denomination of Origin for Tequila (DOT)


Jalisco


Tequila Valley
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Ana Valenzuela | PEOPLE



A scientist and writer who has been an important voice advocating for the adoption of more sustainable practices in the tequila industry. She is the co-author of the 2004 book Tequila: A Natural and Cultural History. In her writing, she warns about the biological dangers of monocropping and the potential for a population crash among cloned blue agave. She has offered strategies that can be adopted by agave growers to strengthen the gene pool for blue agave and create an environment less likely to collapse. Intercropping (planting corn, beans, squash or other types of plants in among blue agave) can slow the spread of pest or disease among the agaves and potentially reduce the amount of chemical fertilizers, pesticides and fungicides used in the plantations. However, intercropping takes space in the field, so it would reduce the number of agaves planted per hectare. One other suggestion is to allow all subspecies of Agave tequilana to be used for tequila production. Blue agave is just one of four A. tequilana subspecies; adding the remaining three into production would increase the genetic diversity of the plants and help to stave off a crash.


SEE ALSO


Monocropping


Overharvesting


Population crash



Ancestral mezcal



See “Mezcal ancestral”.



Añejo | CLASSIFICATION



A regulated labelling term in Mexico as a nonspecific age statement for tequila and mezcal. Añejo tequilas (mixto or 100 percent agave) must spend between one and three years in an oak barrel or container that is no more than 600 litres (almost 160gal [US]) in volume. While añejo translates as “aged” or “old”, if a producer chooses to use an English translation of añejo on the label, it must say “extra aged”. For mezcal, mezcal artesanal or mezcal ancestral to be labelled añejo, it must spend more than 12 months in a wooden container that is less than 1,000 litres (almost 264gal [US]) and stored in an area with minimal variations in light, temperature and humidity. While the regulation for añejo mezcal requires a wood container, it does not specify that the wood be oak. While, in practice, it is likely that almost all añejo mezcal is stored in oak barrels, this opens the possibility of using other wood sources in a similar way to Brazilian cachaça.


SEE ALSO


Barrel


Extra añejo


Mezcal


Mezcal ancestral


Mezcal artesanal


Mixto



Artisanal mezcal



See “Mezcal artesenal”.



Autoclave | PRODUCTION



A pressurized vessel that also applies heat to whatever is placed inside. Mexican regulations allow some varieties of agave spirits, such as tequila and mezcal, to use an autoclave to cook the piñas before they are broken down and fermented. The autoclave is filled with whole or halved piñas until it is full. The door is sealed, and the closed system is pressurized with steam heat. While cooking piñas in a traditional horno (earthen pit oven) can take five days, an autoclave can fully cook the piñas in as little as 12 hours depending on the temperature and pressure used. Because of this reduced cooking time, tequila producers can reduce their production costs, which can translate into a lower retail price and/or a higher profit margin.
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