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Introduction: coffee culture


When I first landed in London, the coffee scene was nearly non-existent. Monmouth Coffee in Borough Market was the lone ranger in the speciality coffee game, with other options sparse. Back in 2004, Aussie investor Peter Hall, fed up with London’s lacklustre coffee, teamed up with New Zealanders James Gurnsey and Cameron McClure to birth Flat White on the lively Berwick Street in Soho. Picture this: a creative hub amid fruit stalls, food tents, second-hand shops and traditional pubs – and, oh, nestled in the red-light district. This place was the epicentre for film and fashion, an eclectic mix of people all craving a caffeine boost.


Even before my arrival, I’d heard whispers about Flat White in London. Luckily, they were expecting me, and a job offer quickly followed. I was extremely excited by their central location and stellar reputation. Little did I know, it was the go-to spot for any Antipodean soul in London because it was the ‘only place to get a decent Flat White’, which I heard on repeat. The word spread like wildfire. People on tight deadlines were hitting us up four times a day, blown away by our (looking back, ridiculously strong) coffee. I lost count of how many times I explained what a Flat White was. It was repetitive (we eventually wrote the definition on the wall behind us), but it was something special. The vibe, the curiosity from customers, it was all evolving right in front of us and, even if we weren’t consciously aware, that energy fuelled us. We knew we were making a positive impact on people’s days, and to me, that’s as crucial as the coffee itself. And in that vibrant corner of Soho, it was our reality. A special time and place that played a pivotal role in reshaping the landscape of the UK’s burgeoning coffee industry.


In the UK, where the tea tradition runs deep from colonial history in India and a strong connection to the monarchy, the coffee industry faced an uphill battle. Yet, many years later, I’m chatting on America’s most-watched daytime TV show The Today Show and the UK’s favourite Saturday morning cooking show Saturday Kitchen Live. Why? Because coffee consumption has finally surpassed that of tea in the UK… a transition I’d always hoped for, but never expected to happen.


Needless to say, speciality coffee and coffee culture have evolved tremendously the world over from when I first experienced them in New Zealand, then witnessed what we call the ‘third wave’ of coffee in Melbourne, only to be a part of the evolution again in the UK years later. And even though coffee in Europe, the USA and Asia has always been hugely popular, coffee culture and the uptake of speciality coffee in particular has advanced substantially.


I hope this book will equip and inspire you to join the journey and take advantage of my knowledge and insight, to create your own coffee creations at home.
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What is coffee?


The best thing in the world… and it originated in Ethiopia in the 15th century. No one really knows who discovered it or when, but the most commonly preferred story (and mine too) is about a couple of goats that were discovered dancing by their young shepherd. Thinking that his goats were possessed after he witnessed them biting leaves off a tree and chewing bright red cherries, he was scared they might die and that he would get in trouble with his father. Fortunately, they lived, and the next day while walking through the mountains with them, he saw the same thing happen. They ate leaves and berries off trees and they began to jump, dance and vocalize their existence!


The curious boy tried it for himself, and the legend goes that he started speaking poetry, singing songs, frolicking with his goats, and thought he’d never tire of it. After telling his father of this experience, word of mouth about this miracle berry tree spread.


Around the mid-15th century, Yemen was occupied by the Turks, so coffee exporting became a lucrative trade throughout the Turkish empire. To protect their product, they adhered to very strict rules that the beans were not allowed to germinate once they left the port. The coffee beans were therefore either partially boiled or roasted. This worked until the 1600s when a Muslim pilgrim named Baba Budan smuggled seven seeds into Southern India by taping them to his stomach. Through trade, coffee then reached the Arab states, where it was highly popular, initially used medicinally and to help the monks stay awake for prayer.


Coffee as we know it was successfully cultivated around the 1600s and soon spread to Holland and then all over the world. The wealthy started drinking it in their homes, and coffee houses started to pop up. However, coffee gained a rebellious reputation due to the ‘trouble’ it caused through the heightened energy in the people who drank it. Many coffee houses were shut down and then reopened around this time! Coffee has had a rollercoaster of a history due to the contradictory nature of its effects – caffeine has an addictive quality, while also stimulating intellectual thought, which lead to lively and important conversations and connections in business and the arts.
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Europeans were very passionate about coffee, and Italians started serving it on the streets on every corner. Coffee houses became synonymous with boosting social morale and were adopted in France and Britain. In Britain in the 17th century, they were often called Penny Universities because people of all walks of life, from politicians to artists, would pay a penny to enter. There they would drink the black stuff and learn about philosophy, art, science, politics and business through the conversations they had over coffee.


Not that much has changed today, except now cafés have also become safe havens for people to relax alone if they wish, to get lost in the sanctuary of their Mocha, Frappuccino or Long Black. One thing that has stayed true is that coffee itself and the industry is ever evolving.
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From bean to cup


Coffee is a big wide world, and a large part of what keeps me interested is that it is constantly evolving. We might never know everything there is to know about coffee, but we can always start with the fundamentals.


Coffee beans


Good coffee starts with good-quality beans. For optimal freshness and flavour in your coffee, it’s best to purchase and use whole coffee beans whenever possible – my go-to motto is ‘fresh is always best’. Coffee, when in the form of whole beans, maintains its freshness for an extended period, contributing to an enhanced flavour experience. The moment green coffee beans undergo roasting, they release carbon dioxide, influencing the overall taste profile. Over time, these beans undergo oxidation, leading to a gradual development of a ‘stale’ and flat taste. Grinding coffee exposes a larger surface area to oxygen, accelerating the loss of freshness. Therefore, it is better to keep coffee in its whole form until just before consumption.


If you can, buy fresh beans regularly instead of bulk buying. There are a number of coffee subscriptions available online so you can experiment with new flavours and have your favourite beans delivered to your door, even from your local café.
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Types of coffee bean


Many people are surprised to find out that coffee is a fruit – the bean is actually a seed inside a juicy cherry growing on a branch of a coffee plant. There are over 120 species of coffee plant and, within that, many varieties. There are four main types of coffee bean: Arabica, Robusta, Liberica and Excelsa. The first two are probably the most familiar types because they are the most commonly produced coffee in the world, and together make up nearly 100 per cent of the market.


Arabica This is the most common type of coffee, accounting for over 60 per cent of output. It is considered the highest-quality coffee and produced by the speciality coffee industry. This variety is relatively hard to grow. Arabica beans have less caffeine than Robusta, but have more varied complex characteristics in taste and acidity levels because they are usually grown at higher altitudes, in better-quality, nutrient-rich soil. This is the kind of coffee you’re most likely to buy and drink in a speciality coffee shop.


Robusta Robusta plants are hardy and the beans are usually used for commodity products like cheaper instant coffee. They are generally grown at a lower altitude and are higher in caffeine. If cultivated, processed and roasted expertly, the result can be quite pleasant. They would usually be used in a blend and have a slightly bolder, more homogenous flavour.


Liberica These almond-shaped beans are much bigger and more irregularly shaped than Robusta and Arabica beans and not commonly available. They have a smoky, floral and fruity flavour all at once.


Excelsa There is some ambiguity as to whether this plant belongs to the Liberica species, or whether it is its own species. Originating from Central Africa, it is now cultivated in Southeast Asia and India in small volumes. It’s generally considered a lower-quality bean, but that might be to do with limited cultivation and processing knowledge. The beans are small and round and contain less caffeine than the others.
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Coffee processing


There are now many different ways to process and ferment coffee, all of which have an effect on flavour and quality. Coffee, like wine, is a highly complex product, with quality greatly affected by environmental conditions and farming. Both also undergo fermentation, although any alcohol in the coffee fermentation process is taken out with the pulp. The processes are similar, except wine uses grapes and coffee uses the seeds within a coffee cherry, although sometimes the flesh of the cherry is used in processing to enhance and affect the flavour of the bean.


The age of vines significantly influences the quality of wine as older vines develop roots to access richer minerals, which enhance flavour concentration over time. Coffee trees, however, have a lifespan of only 20–30 years. Their most productive yield is in the earlier part of their life, between 7 and 20 years according to the National Coffee Association USA.


And of course, unlike wine, raw green coffee beans are heated and roasted to bring out the flavours. They have a much shorter shelf life due to the constant release of carbon dioxide after roasting, whereas wine can be left in a bottle to age for years to enhance flavour after processing. Both products are, however, tasted in very similar ways and can have very similar flavour profiles. We even have a coffee taster’s flavour wheel similar to the wine taster’s flavour wheel (see here for a guide to flavour profiles and here for a guide to cupping coffee).
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Popular processes


Here are explanations of a few popular processes that you may see printed on packaging of good-quality coffee.


Washed coffee (wet processed) is often described as clean, clear or vibrant due to thorough cleaning of the beans before drying. This allows you to taste the coffee bean without the influence of other cherry components during processing. Fully washed coffee tends to have higher acidity, and be lighter in body and mouthfeel.


Natural (dry processed) is where the beans are left inside the whole cherries to be dried ‘naturally’ in the sunlight. Often my favourite, this process is known for producing more acidity, sweetness, fruity flavours and body and the resulting coffee is often described as ‘funky’.


Semi-washed/Pulped natural (or honeyed processed) is a mixture of the above two methods, leaving some or all of the mucilage (the cherry pulp around the bean) during drying. While there are different levels of this process, it generally enhances sweetness in the coffee’s taste profile.


Carbonic maceration As with wine, which has a longer history using this method, carbon dioxide is used to ferment the coffee cherries in a controlled environment. This softens the fruit and results in a sweet and fruity flavour profile with lower acidity and body.


Anaerobic fermentation involves depriving the coffee (whole cherries or beans) of oxygen in its fermentation process, producing distinct lactic acids that are constantly monitored and then further processed. It allows more control over the fermentation process, producing a more consistent flavour, often less bitter and creamier. Different temperatures used in this fermentation stage have been known to produce different characteristics too.


Aerobic fermentation is more straightforward, where fermentation is with naturally occurring oxygen. Coffee is de-pulped and washed, then left for 12–36 hours in tanks to let the yeast, oxygen and sugars react more naturally.


Yeast fermentation Yeast occurs naturally everywhere, so along with coffee’s natural yeast enzymes, other strains of yeast are added to the tanks of green coffee beans soaking in water to enhance the quality of flavour.
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Roasting revelations


Coffee roasting, alongside the growing, cultivating and processing, is one of the most important parts of the journey from farm to cup. Once the green beans are processed, they are ready to be browned. They are heated at high temperatures to develop flavour, aroma and colour. Coffee can be described as light, medium or dark.


Light-roasted coffee reaches the ‘first crack’ stage, exhibiting a warm, slightly browned colour. With no set flavour profile, this roast indicates shorter roasting time, allowing the dense green coffee bean flavours to shine. Light roasts often deliver more acidity and more complex flavours.


Medium-roasted coffee This goes a step further in the Maillard reaction, offering a slightly darker version than the light roast. The extended time brings out more sweetness, maintaining some good acidity and complex flavours. A bolder or heavier mouthfeel can result from a longer roast, rounding out the overall flavour profile.


Dark-roasted coffee A dark roast pushes the coffee to its brink, hopefully before burning it! While some commercial roasters do still go too far, resulting in a bitter or burned taste, expertly roasted dark beans can achieve a bold, chocolatey and heavier flavour without crossing into unpleasant bitterness. Contrary to popular belief, darker roasts don’t necessarily mean more caffeine: caffeine levels are more closely tied to the dry weight of the coffee used than the roast level and may vary depending on the coffee bean variety.
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The perfect roast


Green coffee beans must be roasted expertly in order to emphasize and enhance their flavour characteristics. Too dark and they will taste bitter or burned, too light and they might taste acidic or grassy. As Goldilocks knew, there’s often a sweet spot and the roaster must experiment with different coffee beans to reach that. But different beans coming from different origins that have been cultivated and processed in a variety of ways means there is no one ‘recipe’ or ‘profile’ (as we call it in the industry) for roasting. I’ve often marvelled at roasters who, like baristas after prolonged experience, develop an intuition that turns into some kind of mastery.


Roasters roast the beans to the ‘first crack’ – you can literally hear the beans making a cracking sound. This is the most common point to which speciality coffee gets taken. Coffees that go to the ‘second crack’ are usually lower-quality, commercial coffees (often Robusta), which are roasted to a much darker colour.


I often use the analogy of roasting meat to explain the nuances of coffee bean roasting. Imagine having three identical cuts of beef to roast. If you use a high temperature initially and then lower it for the first, roast the second at a low temperature over a long time, and start the third at a low temperature but then blast it on high, each cut will turn out differently. Similarly, roasting coffee beans involves adjusting roast profiles to achieve the optimal flavour for that particular bean. Just as different meat-roasting methods yield varied results, tweaking the roast profile influences the taste and characteristics of the coffee beans.


Roasting is key to unveiling region-specific nuances, shaping distinct flavour profiles in beans from different countries. However, traditional characteristics associated with each coffee origin no longer strictly define its flavour today. Advancements and experimentation in growing, processing and roasting have led to a more diverse coffee experience.
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Storing coffee


Coffee beans and ground coffee should be stored in a dark, dry environment. Keep them in an airtight container or in the original bag to limit the entry of oxygen and moisture. Coffee packaging often has a carbon dioxide release valve and there are also fit-for-purpose containers you can buy, which provide a vacuum canister.




To freeze or not to freeze?


In general, I wouldn’t encourage freezing coffee, but freezers are designed to prevent oxidation so if you find you’ve bought more coffee than you can use in the next few weeks, you can freeze it. Technically, roasted coffee has very little water content so the flavour will still be preserved. Portion your coffee beans into 250g (9oz) portions (or however much you use per week) before freezing. It can be stored in reusable airtight containers such as freezer-proof jars or food bags (vacuum sealing is best, but has wasteful packaging). If you have enough space, you could portion out exactly what you brew each day.


At the start of the week, take the jar out of the freezer and leave it overnight to defrost. Don’t open the lid until the next day when it has returned to room temperature as it will introduce oxygen and condensation will form, which is not good for the beans. Grind and use as soon as possible. Generally, it’s better to try and buy only enough for one to three weeks at a time – fresh is always best!
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