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Agave field for Rey Campero in Candelaria Yegolé, Oaxaca, Mexico.
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Vinata El Malpais, Durango.
















HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is designed as a companion for those who are curious and passionate about agave spirits, those who indulge in the flavors and want to know the stories behind them. Unique in the world of spirits on many accounts, there is so much to learn, consider, and understand about these often majestic and flavor-packed elixirs. The information within this book is offered as a practical tool to aid you on a journey of discovering which spirits you enjoy the most, why, and how to select and serve the spirits that best align with your tastes.


The introductory information provides a landscape to understand the current world of tequila and mezcal, including the key elements that dictate flavor and style. There is a ton of variation in the world of agave spirits; digging into these nuances, especially through understanding agave’s terroir—a fancy word to describe how a product can convey its unique origin—will allow you to choose the spirits that you will enjoy most thoroughly.


The meat of this book is producer profiles with tasting notes and general comments. Aside from serving as an at-a-glance overview of specific products, they offer insight into house production styles, flavor profiles for different agave varieties, and regionally specific characteristics. In addition to general comments and information, the tequila entries each get an individual score from 1 to 5. These ratings are designed to serve as a guide and inform consumers about the good, better, and best bottles in terms of quality and value, and, equally important, which bottles you might want to skip.


The cocktail recipes and pairing guides are there to help you find new ways to enjoy your carefully selected agave spirits. Many of the recipes come from established and emerging mixologists, who understand trends in the beverage industry and know how best to highlight the complexity found in these unique spirits.


If you come across unfamiliar words or expressions, please reference the glossary of terms (page 278) as needed for definitions and explanations. There are multiple terms used to denote the same thing (for example: palenque and vinata may both be used interchangeably with distillery, depending on the region), as well as terms that can be used to denote different things (mezcal, for example, may refer to agaves in a field, cooked agaves, or the resulting spirit). I have done my best to use the words that are typical to each region and producer in an effort to reflect the inherent diversity and provide opportunities for education.


After digesting all of the information here, you may consider yourself an educated amateur able to make informed decisions about which spirits to buy and consume. But know that even after fifteen years dedicated to the category, I do not consider myself an expert; the experts have always been, and will always be, the people and communities that have been producing these spirits for generations. There is so much richness in the culture of agave beyond what you can read in a book or taste from a bottle.
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Jimador Guillermo Hernandez Rodriguez at the Gonzalez family fields, one of the fields of Tequila Siete Leguas.



















A NOTE TO THE READER


As part and parcel of a living culture, agave spirits are much more than mere products to be enjoyed. We cannot separate our enjoyment of these liquors from the impacts our enjoyment have on communities that produce them across Mexico. Reflecting on the effects of our consumerism is increasingly important in all areas of life, and this is especially highlighted in the context of tequila and mezcal.


This book is not meant to serve as an overview of the cultural context or importance of agave and its spirits. With guidance from my Oaxacan and Mexican colleagues and friends, I have included a lengthy reference guide so that you may learn about the culture of mezcal, including mythology, history, and current issues, directly from the people claimed by the culture. I strongly encourage everyone to jump into that list of resources; it will no doubt increase your appreciation of every sip.


That said, my elevator pitch to those who seek to engage in enjoying tequila and mezcal in a way that minimizes harm is this: spend more on fewer bottles, ideally on producer-owned brands. Of course, it goes much deeper than this, but this is a good place to start. Agave spirits demand a more informed customer than many other beverages and foods, and as we embrace that call to educate ourselves, it can serve as a template of how to engage more deeply with other goods we consume.


The landscape of agave spirits is dynamic and rapidly changing. This book was written in 2021, in the midst of global turmoil, and reflects the state of the industry during that time.


With this in mind, I hope this book will help you choose bottles that are so special they seem to speak directly to your soul.
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The tahona in action at Hacienda Peñasco San Luis Potosí, which produces mezcal for Pal’alma.





CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION
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Agave plant.







Like so much in life, the true origins of mezcal are shrouded in mystery. Learning to accept this is essential, especially when it comes to thinking about what kind of distillation may have been happening before colonization.


There is evidence based on research from the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) that points to distillation of agave between 693 and 878 BCE, showing that agave distillation was part of Mesoamerican culture at least 2,500 years ago. Other research shows the use of a unique small clay still, called a Capacha vessel, with remnants of agave that date back to 1500 BCE. There are also references from the written records of Domingo Lázaro de Arregui, author of Description of the New Galicia, in the early 1600s that describe a local tradition of a “distilled wine” that is “clear as water” and “stronger than aguardiente [brandy].” As research continues more evidence is coming to light that points to some type of Indigenous distillation tradition, albeit it is different from how the spirits are produced today.


What is indisputable is that the distillation technology presented by Europeans, learned from other cultures, catapulted the world of agave spirits into a new age. The introduction of elements such as millstones operated by horse, donkey, or mule; copper stills; and aboveground ovens are some of the elements that ushered tequila into a more mainstream and widely available beverage. The thirst of the colonizers, despite the Spanish attempt to prohibit mezcal, is another factor that ushered in an age of mezcal as a social beverage, in addition to its uses in medicinal and spiritual contexts.


Given the vast knowledge of the Indigenous people for using the plant in so many ways, it is logical to hypothesize their desire to distill this life-giving and culturally important plant into a pure concentrated form. It is more likely that the myth perpetuated by colonizers, that Indigenous inhabitants of the land were less civilized and knowledgeable than their European counterparts, led to a premature conclusion that distillation was beyond their capabilities.


Those who wish to explore this subject further can find a list of resources in the reference guide (page 284).


Tequila & Mezcal: What’s the Difference?


When it comes to agave spirits, the most common misperception is that mezcal is tequila’s smoky cousin. If we want to use a family analogy, mezcal would be tequila’s great-grandmother and matriarch of the family. As we’ll discover in more depth later in this book, mezcal is the origin of all agave spirits, and tequila is one subvariety of mezcal that happened to take off in popularity and rise to fame because of historical and sociopolitical reasons, a subject that has entire books devoted to it.


These key factors below describe why the flavors of tequila and Mezcal are fundamentally different. Of course, there are more differences, not least of which is the unique culture that surrounds each spirit. Aspects like wood aging practices, regulations, and trends are also different when it comes to tequila and Mezcal. Since agave spirits are terroir-driven by nature, many of these more subtle distinctions appear on a case-by-case basis.


Today, tequila and Mezcal still share a lot in common as agave-based spirits from Mexico, but there are key differences that describe how and why they are different. Here are the three big factors that set these spirits apart.


Note: Throughout this book the word mezcal can be understood to encompass all agave spirits from Mexico unless a distinction is being made, while the capitalized word Mezcal will be reserved for the legally protected status of a certain subset of agave spirits.


GEOGRAPHY


Tequila is mostly a regional spirit that takes its name from the place it comes from. The town of Tequila is in the state of Jalisco and has become so famous for its namesake spirit that the town itself is something of an amusement park for tequila, the beverage, complete with barrel-shaped trolleys to shuttle thirsty tourists from the town square to tequila factories. Legally, tequila can also be produced in the neighboring states of Guanajuato, Michoacán, and Nayarit, as well as Tamaulipas all the way over in the other corner of Mexico. Still, 95% of tequila comes from in and around the town of Tequila.


Traditional mezcal was produced long before governing bodies put laws in place to regulate it. Both what would culturally be considered mezcal and Mezcal, according to current laws, come from all over Mexico. In fact, the denomination of origin, or legally protected area of production for mezcal, is the largest such area designation in the world and covers a massive territory. With an exponentially larger territory, the variety of traditions, materials, and ultimately flavors is more ample in the Mezcal category.


PRODUCTION PROCESS


The first thing people usually notice about mezcal versus tequila is the presence of a smoky flavor. This smokiness comes from a key step in the process that is typically different for tequilas and other mezcals.


The hearts of the agaves, or piñas, must be cooked during production of both spirits. For tequila, the piñas are cooked in brick or steel ovens and essentially steamed, which does not impart any external flavor to the raw materials. For mezcal, it is traditional to cook the piñas in an in-ground pit, which looks like a cone-shaped hole in the ground. This process of building a firepit and using it to cook the piñas imparts a smokiness to the materials that results in the signature smokiness in the final spirit.


Another element of production that sets the two apart is the bottling proof. Tequila, for the most part, has followed along with other standard liquors and is usually bottled at or around 80 proof, or 40% alcohol by volume (ABV). Traditional mezcal, on the other hand, is traditionally bottled around 90 to 100 proof. Many mezcals that are bottled at or closer to 80 proof break with strict tradition in order to appeal to drinkers who want a softer, more approachable entry into the world of mezcal. It is worth mentioning that lower-proof mezcal is common and preferred in some regions throughout Mexico and can be quite tasty when made by an experienced distiller.


The addition of smokiness plus the additional flavors that come with a higher-proof spirit are two of the characteristics that result in mezcal having more flavor in the glass.
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Agaves cook in a brick oven at El Centenario distillery.
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An horno being filled with piñas, using pencas as a protective layer between the hot rocks. La Luna Mezcal recycles the cooked pencas to feed to their cattle.







SELECTION OF PLANT SPECIES


By law tequila is made from one—and only one—variety of agave: Blue Weber Tequilana. It is a variety known for its high sugar content and early ripening qualities. Traditional mezcal, on the other hand, can be made from any variety of agave. There are over two hundred scientifically documented species of agave, of which thirty to fifty are used to produce Mezcal. This difference highlights the fact that tequila is one subvariety of the larger category of mezcal, similar to how California Cabernet is one subvariety of the larger category of wine.


Last, but not least, is that tequila can legally be made with 51% agave and include up to 49% other base materials, which is typically sugar cane spirit. This less-expensive style of tequila is called mixto and it is very popular, despite the backlash it receives from purists. Mezcal, on the other hand, must be made from 100% agave, no exceptions.




KEY DIFFERENCES AT A GLANCE





	TEQUILA
	MEZCAL




	Regional spirit
	Produced all over Mexico




	Steamed
	Cooked underground (smoky)




	Standard proof (40% ABV)
	Higher proof (45–55% ABV)




	Blue agave only
	Any agave variety




	Mixto (up to 49% non-agave allowed)
	100% agave









Agave: An Ancient & Noble Plant


Agaves come in many shapes and sizes. Imagine the succulent display at the garden store, and now imagine all of them as huge plants as big as and bigger than humans. Some are round and squat, while others are tall and oblong. All of them feature long leaves of varying widths that have spines along the edges.


The common name agave is derived from a Greek word for “noble” or “industrious,” pointing to the value of the plant. The Indigenous names, including maguey and metl can be used interchangeably with agave. Making appearances throughout Indigenous mythology and depicted in ancient texts, these plants have been used by populations of the Americas for at least ten thousand years. The uses for agaves include food and beverage, medicine, building materials, hunting tools, textiles, and much more. There are accounts of women anointing the aguamiel, or sweet sap, on the lips of babies who wouldn’t nurse, which provided essential amino acids to survive. There are communities today that continue to extract the fibers of agaves to make textiles and ropes. Sisal, a material you can buy at any hardware store, is made from agave fibers. While many people are rediscovering the majesty of agave through distilled spirits, it is a plant that has offered humanity so much.


LIFE CYCLE


Agaves are endemic to the Americas, and there are hundreds of species of agaves, of which around forty are used for making spirits. Multiple subcategories and subvarieties exist that vary greatly in terms of shape, size, and appearance. Scientifically classified as succulents, agaves are composed of four major parts: roots, heart, leaves or pencas, and a flowering stalk or quiote. Agaves take between six and thirty years to mature, requiring an investment of time and labor, unlike any other spirit or alcoholic beverage.


When an agave reaches maturity, it will send up its quiote from the center of the heart. In most cases this stalk will be cut down if the agave is destined to be distilled; this is typically called capón. This is done to keep the plant from sending its stored energy (sugars) to the stalk to grow and produce flowers and eventually seeds, but instead keeping its stored energy in the heart of the plant. Many varieties can reproduce without seed by way of rhizomatic pups that shoot off from the roots and pop up close to the mother plant. These are known as hijuelos. If the quiote is left to grow and flower, baby plants (bulbils) may grow directly from the flowering stalk, and these may also be referred to as hijuelos. Every variety has different tendencies, but as a group, agaves can reproduce sexually through seed as well as via root offshoots and bulbils from the quiotes, though not all varieties reproduce in all ways. Only plants that are started from seed are genetically unique; otherwise, they are clones of the mother plant.


Like most plant groups, there are at least two names for any given plant: the scientific name and the common name. Common names vary by region and can be applied to more than one variety. There can also be more than one common name for a specific variety. The scientific name is the only one that is guaranteed to be unique to a particular variety or subvariety; however, many different subvarieties may share a scientific name.


For example, cenizo means ashen or ashy and is a common name for many different varieties of agave throughout different regions; however, Cenizo durangensis is the scientific name for the most common variety of the state of Durango. Technically, anything other than Cenizo durangensis should not be called cenizo on a label—but that is unrealistic given that the common names are used colloquially. Similarly, there are many different varieties known simply as verde, which means green (you can guess why). When it comes to scientific names, it is the other side of the same coin: the scientific variety Angustifolia applies to the most common variety used to make mezcal—espadín, as well as a hyper regional subvariety from Sonora called pacifica. My best advice is not to get too bogged down with the scientific and regional names. If and when you are tasting from a specific region, focus on the regional names of the varieties to see if there is one or more that stands out to you. Even if you don’t know the scientific name, knowing that the verde from a particular town is something you enjoy is more practical information than memorizing and cross-referencing scientific names with an endless list of variations of common or regional names.


AGAVES IN THE WILD AND IN THE FIELD


Agaves used for making spirits were traditionally harvested from the wild. Indigenous agriculture uses a system that includes crop rotation and allowing land to go fallow so that there is a plentiful supply of wild-growing species for harvest. The concept of estate-grown agaves or owning private fields of agave is largely new. Also, traditionally, agaves used for spirits were not harvested during rainy seasons, as this yields bloated agaves that have a lower concentration of sugars. In many regions, agave spirits are still made seasonally, avoiding harvest during rainy seasons. Wild agaves are also still harvested for spirit making, though the majority of tequila and mezcal is typically produced from cultivated plants on now privatized land. Agaves are typically planted in rows, and there are massive plantations of agaves in Jalisco for tequila and in Oaxaca for Mezcal. Cultivating agaves is not just for large operations; many small producers also now cultivate small- and medium-size plantations. There is a third method, called semi-cultivation, that relies on nurseries for seed and clonally propagated plants that are replanted in their wild habitat. Because of overharvesting and a growing demand for agave spirits, it is likely that within a generation or two, 99% of wild agave mezcal will be made from these semi-wild, semi-cultivated plants. This system is largely responsible for rescuing some of the rarer varieties from extinction altogether.




SUSTAINABILITY


The explosion of demand and production of agave spirits raises a long list of issues that affect the environment, including pollution from by-products, overharvesting of natural materials, and agave plantations displacing other native species and people that are important to the ecosystem, to name just a few. While many brands tout their commitment to replant three agaves for every one they harvest, deforestation as a consequence of clearing fields to plant additional agaves is a more serious climate concern. In Oaxaca, the exponentially growing lack of access to water will be the most pressing environmental concern in the coming generations. It is mostly organizations that are not affiliated with agave spirit brands that are raising awareness and taking action.


Intertwined with the environmental concerns is the equally pressing issue of cultural sustainability. There is a tendency to overromanticize the culture and practices of mezcal that often dehumanizes the people who make it—for example, conflating the humble distillery of a producer with the quality of their mezcal. Mezcal that is made in a dilapidated shack without a floor is not better because it is rustic—it is simply the reality of that producer, and it is their experience and expertise that creates a superior product, not their limited resources. Another element that threatens cultural sustainability is the influx of outsiders forcing their way into the industry, who believe that with enough money one can buy their way into the culture. While the diverse cultures of Mexico and its people are known for their hospitality, there is a fine line between cultural appreciation and appropriation, and the landscape of agave spirits is rife with the latter.


See the reference guide on page 284 to find further reading and resources related to both environmental and cultural sustainability.


How Agave Spirits Are Made


There are five basic steps to making a spirit from the agave plant:
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Jimadores, or agave farmers, in Jalisco, Mexico, harvest blue agaves used to produce ArteNOM tequila.







HARVESTING


There are no machines capable of harvesting agaves (yet), which means each and every plant is harvested by hand. The process may be drastically different, depending on whether the agaves are cultivated or wild. Neatly planted rows in cultivated fields are easier to manage than wild-growing agaves that sparsely populate steep mountainsides and sometimes grow directly off the side of rock cliffs. Either before or after the plant is pried from its roots and separated from the ground, a sharp circular blade on the end of a long pole, called a coa, is used to cut off the leaves, or pencas, leaving just the heart of the agave. Depending on the region and house style, more or less of the base of the pencas will be left on the heart and ultimately impact acidity and flavors in the resulting spirit. The people who do this intense labor are known as jimadores or magueyeros. Once harvested, the agave hearts, or piñas, are transported by donkey or truck to a production facility.


COOKING


The word mezcal comes from Nahuatl words metl and ixca, meaning “cooked agave.” During the cooking process the starches are converted into fermentable sugars, resulting in a sweet and edible product that is still enjoyed today as a treat and can be found in traditional markets throughout Mexico. There are four basic styles of ovens, or hornos, used to cook agaves: traditional in-ground ovens, mampostería, autoclaves, and diffusers.


Traditional Hornos


The original method of cooking agaves for mezcal is in an in-ground conical pit, oftentimes lined with stones. Local rocks from rivers or streams, or volcanic rock from the landscape, depending on the region, are placed in the pit along with local wood, and a fire is lit. Once the stones are red-hot, the piñas are layered into the oven, cushioned with fibers from the last production in between the hot coals and raw piñas so as not to char them. Once filled up, the oven pit is covered with straw mats, tarps, or sheets of metal and then covered with earth. Sometimes a little water is added inside to encourage steam, but not always. This is the step that can impart a smokiness to some agave spirits. The piñas are cooked for two to four days, or sometimes longer.
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Preheating the horno at Sacro Imperio in Nombre de Dios, Durango, is a 12-hour process.







Horno de Mampostería


Made from bricks, concrete, clay, or other fireproof materials, masonry ovens are traditional in tequila and raicilla production. These ovens are typically heated from below or above and use steam to cook the agave hearts. This process usually takes a full day, with some variation in timing; generally speaking, a slower cooking process is associated with artisanal quality.


Autoclaves


Autoclaves are a German technology and function like large pressure cookers. They are efficient and can be finessed and customized for longer or slower cook times and higher or lower pressure settings. While there is some controversy within the industry about the use of autoclaves in artisanal tequila, in blind tastings autoclave cooking was not found to have a great effect on the final flavor when compared to other steps in the process, such as fermentation.


Diffusers


These machines use a chemical solution to strip raw agaves of their starches and convert them into fermentable sugars. Since this does not actually cook the agaves, I do not technically consider these types of agave spirits mezcal or tequila (tequila falling under the umbrella of mezcal). The process yields a flavor that is bereft of the natural sweetness and pungent flavors that traditionally made agave spirits have. This technology is widely used, but most brands do so secretly, going to lengths to not disclose their use of diffusers in the process—adding even more reason to be skeptical of this technology.


MILLING


Once cooked and cooled, the piñas need to be crushed to release the juice within the fibers. There are three main ways to mill: by hand, with a millstone or tahona, or using a machine.


Milling by Hand


The oldest way of doing this, still practiced today, is to crush the piñas by hand with large wooden mallets. Sometimes the agaves are chopped into small pieces with a machete and then pounded. A small depression or hole in the ground may be used for pounding, or sometimes a hollowed-out tree trunk is used as a container in which the piñas are crushed.
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The team at Lalocura hand milling roasted agave to prepare for fermentation at Palenque la Candelaria, where Lalocura mezcal is produced.







Use of Tahona


We can see the influence of technology brought by Europeans in what is still considered artisanal production with the use of a tahona, or large stone wheel, that is drawn around a pit by a donkey, horse, or mule. In some cases, the animal has been replaced by a machine, slowly pulling the millstone over the cooked piñas until they break down into juicy pulp.


Milling Machines


Milling machines or shredders are common all over agave-producing regions. While at first thought this may seem much less romantic for traditional spirits, it also eliminates backbreaking work that is usually not fairly compensated.


FERMENTATION


This is where the magic happens. The elements that go into fermentation have consistently accounted for the most variations in final flavor among blind tasters. There are many variations to consider when it comes to fermentation, including how the crushing method will affect it.


Fermenting with or without Fibers


Traditionally, mezcal is made by fermenting the juicy pulp including the fibers; however, many tequilas ferment only the juice from the cooked and crushed piñas without the fibers. Fermenting with fibers typically leads to more complex flavors. If using fibers in fermentation, the more even the crush is, the more consistent the fermentation will be. This is neither inherently good nor bad, but it will have an impact on the final flavor. Hand-crushing produces the most varied sizes and pieces of agave pulp, whereas machine-crushing will produce a consistent crush throughout. An uneven fermentation is more likely to produce a wider range of flavors, which could lead to more complexity or result in disjointed flavors. Like many other steps in making spirits across the globe, the higher the risk, the higher the potential reward.


Use of Cultivated or Natural Yeasts


For mezcal, it is traditional to rely on wild ambient yeasts to induce spontaneous fermentation. For tequila, on the other hand, it is most common to use a proprietary cultivated strain of yeast—often considered the crown jewels of a company, and sometimes highly guarded behind locked doors like a bank safe. Using cultivated yeast ensures a more consistent flavor profile and poses less risk of something going wrong during this crucial step of the process. In some regions, a percentage of pulque the fermented aguamiel of agave, is added to kick off fermentation with its own live yeast colonies.


Fermenting with or without Water


Whether or not water is added to the fermentation tanks depends on many factors, including tradition, water source, and climate. Some areas add a little warm water to get the temperature right to start fermentation. Other times water is added to boost volume. Sometimes it is added to varieties that are particularly dry. The water source is important, and many old distilleries were built near sources of water, some standing today as relics and monuments of ancient distilleries.


Containers


All kinds of materials can be used as fermentation containers: animal hides and pits carved into stone, aboveground wooden and stainless-steel tanks, concrete and wood-lined in-ground tanks, and even large plastic containers.


Duration


The time it takes fermentation to complete is widely varied and heavily dependent on the climate of a region. An average time is four to seven days, although some cooler areas report fermentation times up to three weeks.


DISTILLATION


Distillation is the process of separating out the alcohol from the other compounds, mainly water, of a fermented mash. All stills use the same principle of applying heat to the mash. Alcohol turns into a gas at a lower temperature than water, allowing it to rise and pass through a system of tubes submerged in cold water until condensing back into a liquid. This final alchemical process of distilling the fermented cooked agave mash into a spirit encompasses many variations, including the materials, the number of distillations, and the style of still.


Distillation is a hands-on process for artisanal mezcal. There is typically a sleeping mat or sometimes even a mattress in the distillation area, because once it starts, it does not stop until it is completed, which can span more than one day and night. Most stills are powered by wood fire and tended to by human hands that manage the heat masterfully, based on experience. The heat of the fire will dictate how fast, slow, and smooth the distillation process is. Concurrently, the master distiller will taste, smell, and visually assess the perlas (bubbles) of the distillate to make cuts of heads and tails. Heads and tails are the first and last parts of distillate to come out of the still, with the center part known as the heart. The heart offers the most balance of alcohol and organoleptic qualities (the elements you can taste and smell) and will be the base of the final product. Heads and tails, along with distilled water, may be blended into the heart to achieve the desired alcohol level before final bottling.
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A traditional wood-and-copper still that uses internal condensation for La Luna Mezcal in Michoacán.







Still Materials


Like other elements of production, the materials used will vary depending on tradition and region. The most common materials used are copper, steel, clay, wood, and carrizo, a bamboo-like plant. In some regions it is common to see repurposed materials joined together with ingenuity to create a functioning still. Copper and steel are the most commonly used materials, and they do not impart their own flavor to the final product. It’s worth noting that copper attracts sulfur compounds that form during all fermentation processes, so in addition to being an excellent conductor it also serves to remove those undesirable flavors. Steel doesn’t have this same effect but is a much sturdier material. Wood and clay can both impart and absorb flavors during distillation. For example, mezcals made using stills that have a significant wooden element may be less smoky than others, and mezcals made using clay stills often have a creamy mineral overtone that the clay imparts. Similar to aging wine in oak, these flavors are not good or bad, simply part of traditions and enjoyed, or not, based on one’s subjective preferences.


Clay and repurposed plants like hollowed-out tree trunks, agave leaves, carrizo, and spent agave fibers are considered to be ancestral materials. It is also common to see a mix of metal and nonmetal materials in some regions, particularly metal and wood in regions north of Oaxaca. It is worth noting that in all of the distilling equipment there tends to be at least one piece of copper, like the copper pans for condensation in wood and clay setups.


Distilling with or without Fibers


Mezcal is always distilled with fibers for the first fermentation. For tequila, regardless of whether fermentation was with or without fibers, the fibers may or may not be included in the first distillation. As with fermentation, the inclusion of fibers leads to more complexity in the final flavor while also requiring a specific skill set to masterfully distill with the additional material.


Number of Distillations


All mezcals, including tequila, are distilled at least twice; it is after this second distillation that the products become Mezcal. The one semi-exception to this is a refrescadera still, which employs a cooling and plate technology that allows the spirit to be something like 1.5 times distilled within one distillation run (see the description of refrescadera on page 35 for more details). Many tequilas are triple-distilled to create smoother and silkier flavor profiles, though this can sometimes strip the final spirit of flavor compounds if not done masterfully. Some mezcals are distilled more than twice, either because it is made from a variety that requires additional distillations to be palatable or to include flavor enhancing and/or medicinal ingredients in a subsequent distillation.


Still Shape & Style


Most artisanal mezcal is produced in small stills, while the size of stills for tequila production varies widely. The two most common styles of stills used for agave spirits are pot stills and column stills. Additionally, Filipino-style internal condenser stills are common in mezcal production, as are uniquely engineered stills where materials and resources are scarce.


Tequila is comparable to other spirits categories, mostly using traditional column or pot stills, but mezcal has as many still variations as there are distillers of mezcal. The tradition of making mezcal is intertwined with a tradition of resilience, innovation, and unique engineering, often with repurposed materials.


Pot Still


This is the most common still used for all spirits for most of history. Typically, it is metal-based and made up of a potbelly-shaped mash chamber that is heated from below and a bell-shaped top with a metal tube that exits the top through which the vapor passes; the tube gently slopes down and forms a coil, which is surrounded by cool water. In this coil the vapor cools down and condenses back into a liquid and drips out of a spout as a distilled spirit.


Filipino-Style Stills with Internal Condensation


These types of stills are often called Filipino style, crediting this distillation technology to Filipino people, who have a tradition of distilling coconuts.


Wooden Hat Still


This type of still uses a metal mash chamber, fueled by fire underneath, and an upper chamber made out of wood, with a metal (usually copper) condenser set on top of the wooden hat that holds cold water. The distilled vapor condenses into liquid internally, where there is a plate, spoon, or other collector that transfers the liquid to a spout, out of which comes the distillate.




Clay Still


In a clay still, two clay pots sit on top of one another. The bottom clay pot is fire-heated from below. The top clay pot is bottomless, allowing the vapor to pass up into it, and the top of the upper clay pot has a plate (sometimes metal, sometimes other materials) through which cool water flows, condensing the liquid on the underside of that plate on the inside of the upper clay pot. Inside there is a plate or spoon, often made out of an agave penca, carrizo, or other natural material, that transfers the liquid to a spout, out of which comes the distillate.


Column Still


A column still passes the vapor through a series of perforated plates, through which increasingly pure vaporized alcohol passes as the impurities fall back down. These types of stills can be calibrated for a customized result. The taller the column and the more plates in the still, the purer the result. This style of still is efficient and continuous, and it eliminates a lot of the work involved with labor-intensive pot stills, which require manual operation for each distillation and cleaning between distillation runs.


Refrescadera


Traditionally found in the Miahuatlán and Ejutla regions of Oaxaca, this unique style of distillation carries out an accelerated refinement in just one pass. The refrescadera is a cylindrical piece encapsulating the capitel, or bell-shaped hat of the still, forming a chamber. It is filled continuously with cold water, which forces the rising vapors to condense into liquid and fall back down into the mash chamber, and they will have to work extra hard to get back up and through to the serpentine. It is this process that refines and etches out a higher proof and purer distillate. The vapors that make their way through the cooler temperatures of the refrescadera apparatus will then enter the serpentine in the external condenser and exit as mezcal. Distillation is the refining process, and while distillation with refrescadera reaches high alcohol levels, similar to a second distillation, it doesn’t do the same amount of overall refining as a second distillation would. The vapor passing through this extra step is what makes it like one and a half distillations in one. Oftentimes, this process produces spirits that do not pass the chemical limit tests for official certification, although they are in no way dangerous to drink, and usually very delicious.





[image: ]


The first distillation at the Siete Leguas distillery; the ordinario is always distilled in copper and with fibers.








[image: ]


Clay stills at Fabrica El Sabino in Santiago Matatlán, Oaxaca.







[image: ]


Stills at the palenque of Ignacio “Don Chucho” Parada in Santa María Zoquitlán, Oaxaca, used to produce releases for Nuestra Soledad and El Jolgorio.







Mezcal


DENOMINATION OF ORIGIN


A denomination of origin (DO) is a system that certifies products and goods based on many factors, including where, how, and from what something is made. DOs seek to protect and denote traditional products or ingredients, certifying that they are typical of or in line with a certain heritage. A well-known example is Champagne, which can only be called Champagne if the wine’s provenance and production follows the strict rules of the Champagne DO; otherwise, it is sparkling wine.


It is important to note that while quality is often conflated with having a DO status, the DO is intended to inform consumers that a product follows traditional methods but does not guarantee quality; there are plenty of non-DO status sparkling wines that are better than certain Champagnes. The organization responsible for the denomination of origin system in Mexico, the Mexican Institute of Industrial Property (IMPI), recognizes that DOs are not created; rather, they are assigned to an existing culture or tradition to protect and certify its authenticity, but not necessarily its quality.


There are eighteen DO protected goods from Mexico. Six are for spirits, and four of those are for agave spirits.




AGAVE SPIRIT DOS





	DO
	YEAR FOUNDED




	Tequila
	1974




	Mezcal
	1994




	Bacanora
	2002




	Raicilla
	2019









For many years mezcal was seen as a kind of crude moonshine. In the early 1990s, a group of Oaxacan producers and community members organized to advocate for an official DO certification to distinguish between real mezcal and improperly produced spirits, some of which were causing illness and death and jeopardizing the reputation of the spirit.


The history of colonization, repression, and mass extermination of Indigenous people, plus the fact that Oaxaca is one of the poorest states within Mexico, are other factors that have contributed to bad actors taking advantage of and exploiting producers whose need to make money to feed their families supersedes all else. As a living, evolving culture, it is no surprise that it is a work in progress to come up with and apply regulations that adequately describe—let alone protect—all that mezcal is. And many in the industry argue that the current Mezcal DO is not sufficient.


The Mezcal DO began as a literal copy of the Tequila DO, with the word mezcal replacing the word tequila throughout the legal document. This is problematic for a few reasons, not least of which because Tequila is historically and culturally one niche subvariety of the broader mezcal category, and the production processes and traditions are vastly different. There have been corrections and attempts to rework the DO, but it can still feel like trying to shove a square peg through a round hole. In some cases, the regulations (like chemical limits of acidity) actually cause producers to change their typical production processes in order to pass the standards of the DO—which accomplishes the opposite of what a DO is designed to do.


I think of the umbrella category of mezcal—meaning all agave spirits—similar to the way I think about Italian wine, which has hundreds of subregions and individual DOs, each of which denotes the specific traditions of that place. Without the hundreds of DOs, we wouldn’t be able to identify or appreciate the distinct beauty of Chianti, Barolo, and Etna as easily—it would all just be Italian wine. Similarly, we have a massive category of Mezcal with no formal distinctions, when there is an opportunity to appreciate Minas, Sola de Vega, and Etucuaro, and so on as regions with their own terroir.


DESTILADO DE AGAVE


What happens if a producer refuses to change their traditional recipe to fit the (sometimes arbitrary) standards of the DO? Or if they can’t afford the process? Or perhaps they want to take a political stand against the DO and/or organizations that certify. Any spirits that, for whatever reason, choose not to be certified as Mezcal are known as destilados de agave, or agave distillates. Culturally they are mezcal, but legally they are prohibited from using the word on their labels. As a practical matter, exported destilados are sold, bought, and listed alongside Mezcal on menus and shelves. Within Mexico, however, it would be wise to pay extra attention to the provenance of any uncertified spirit, for the sake of authenticity and to avoid consuming something that may be adulterated or dangerous. While the highly curated exports are not targets for adulteration, there is still a local culture of selling adulterated or less than 100% agave “mezcal” to unsuspecting or uninformed buyers. Because the vast majority of the spirits included in this book are exported or otherwise verifiable, I do not specifically distinguish between certified or uncertified mezcal.


UNDERSTANDING DO


Mezcal DO


The Mezcal DO is constantly changing, shifting, and evolving. Please check the sources listed in the resources guide (page 284) for the most up-to-date information. This represents the most current and relevant information for consumers as of writing this at the end of 2021.


REGIONS


In order to be certified, a spirit must be made from 100% agave and come from one of ten states of Mexico:


[image: ]Oaxaca


[image: ]Guerrero


[image: ]Puebla


[image: ]Michoacán


[image: ]Guanajuato


[image: ]San Luis Potosí


[image: ]Tamaulipas


[image: ]Zacatecas


[image: ]Durango


[image: ]Sinaloa


It is both legally allowed and traditional to use agave that is not local and is purchased from other areas or other states. This serves to highlight the hand of the maker and native yeast aspects of mezcal terroir, since the listed origin of a mezcal may reflect where it is made, not necessarily where the agave comes from.




MEZCAL’S CURRENT APPELLATION


aka “Denomination of Origin,” or “DO”




[image: ]





CLASSIFICATIONS


In addition to being certified as Mezcal, the spirits may be classified as “artisanal” or “ancestral.” Unfortunately, poor regulations make these labels mostly useless. For example, artisanal mezcal can still contain industrially produced products and use industrial manufacturing processes. Similarly, the parameters of what can be considered ancestral are too strict and sometimes exclude spirits that are produced using methods that are considered ancestral by the larger agave spirits community.


In this book I use a commonsense approach to the terms, not necessarily the legally defined terms:


[image: ]Industrial: Mezcal produced in large batches, often from underripe agave. Use of nontraditional technology such as autoclaves or diffusers. (Legally, this type of mezcal can be called mezcal.)


[image: ]Artisanal: Handmade using traditional methods in small batches from ripe, seasonal agaves by people who are part of the culture. (Legally, if the bottle says “artisanal,” it will not be made using an autoclave or diffuser.)


[image: ]Ancestral: Production practices from before the technology introduced by Europeans, such as the tahona and metal pot stills—hand crushing, materials like clay, animal hides, hollowed-out tree trunks, carved stone tanks, carrizo, and internal condensers as in the Filipino style of distillation (see page 34).


It’s worth noting that most mezcal, other than Tequila, is not aged in wood. The age of the spirit correlates with the age of the plants at the time of harvest and/or any additional glass aging. The best mezcals express the flavors of the plants, something that wood can cover up or interfere with, so wood aging is usually reserved for batches of mezcal that are not considered top tier or prized expressions. Some wood-aged mezcals are still made to honor a patriarch or matriarch of a producer family who developed a taste for it a few decades ago when it was fashionable. Those tend to be very tasty. Other wood-aged mezcals are made to appeal to whisky drinkers and don’t leave much room for the agave.


AGING & INFUSION STATEMENTS


These categories describe the different flavor-enhancing processes that agave spirits go through before bottling, such as wood and glass aging, infusions, or additions during distillation.


[image: ]Joven: no significant wood aging


[image: ]Reposado: wood aged less than one year


[image: ]Añejo: wood aged more than one year


[image: ]Descansado en vidrio: aged in glass


[image: ]Abocado con: infused post-distillation; examples include herbs or a worm


[image: ]Pechuga: This style of mezcal is made by placing ingredients (traditionally seasonal fruits, nuts, and spices along with a piece of or whole animal) either directly in the mash, or suspended above it, for the third or final distillation. The added ingredients impart their own flavor. Pechuga, which means heart or breast, is a style of mezcal that is traditionally made for and shared during special occasions like weddings, births, funerals, and parties.




Tequila


Similar to the Mezcal DO section, this is a recap of the most relevant information for consumers and is not a complete description of the Tequila DO; please see the reference guide (page 284) for resources to find the most complete and up-to-date information.


AGAVE VARIETY


Tequila must be made exclusively from Tequilana Weber Azul, or the blue agave variety. There are many species of agave endemic to Jalisco and the other regions protected under the DO; however, they are excluded from the DO. Blue agave is speculated to be a variety of Agave angustifolia, which would make it genetically similar to espadín, the most common variety used to make mezcal.


REGIONS


The vast majority of tequila is produced in Jalisco, but legally it can be produced in 180 municipalities across five states:


[image: ]Jalisco (entire state)


[image: ]Michoacán (thirty municipalities)


[image: ]Nayarit (eight municipalities)


[image: ]Guanajuato (seven municipalities)


[image: ]Tamaulipas (eleven municipalities)


BASE MATERIAL


While tequila is traditionally and historically an agave-based spirit, the DO only requires that a spirit be made from 51% agave and allows for up to 49% spirit that is made from other base materials; this type of tequila is called mixto. All bottles of certified tequila will either say “100% agave” or “mixto” on the label. This style was popularized during a time when producers needed to stretch their production volume, and it snowballed into a massive category that is cheaper and easier to produce. Even though mixto is legally permitted and a popular style throughout Mexico and the world, it is not in line with the tradition or origins of tequila; therefore, I have not included anything other than 100% agave-based spirits in this book. I am hopeful that one day the legal terminology may be amended to reflect the rich heritage of tequila as a 100% agave-based spirit.




ADDITIVES


Four different types of additives are legally allowed in tequila, as long as they make up less than 1% of the liquid. The additive categories are glycerin (which provides an oily, full mouthfeel), caramel color, sugar syrups, and oak extract. While it is easy to understand why a company may add a minuscule amount of caramel color to get a consistent appearance across different batches of an añejo tequila, for example, there are many tequila companies that use this legal allowance to define their flavor profile. This is a shame. Happily, the independent organization Tequila Matchmaker (page 286) has begun unofficially certifying brands as additive-free, giving customers insight into which brands may be using color-, texture-, and flavor-changing additives.


AGE STATEMENTS


[image: ]Blanco/plata/silver: No significant wood aging


[image: ]Joven/gold/oro: A blend of blanco and reposado or añejo


[image: ]Reposado: Aged 2–12 months in oak barrels


[image: ]Añejo: Aged 12–36 months in oak barrels that do not exceed 600-liters capacity


[image: ]Extra añejo: Aged at least 36 months in oak barrels that do not exceed 600-liters capacity


[image: ]Cristalino: Aged tequilas that have been filtered to become clear in appearance


Other Agave Spirits


Agave spirits are produced all over Mexico, with hundreds of regionally specific traditions. There are three other DO-protected spirits that are sibling categories to tequila, in that they are specific subvarieties under the historical category of mezcal. In this book, raicilla, bacanora, and sotol are included in the mezcal entries, lists, and directories.


RAICILLA


Raicilla is a regional spirit from sixteen municipalities of Jalisco and one municipality of Nayarit. The production follows the same basic principles of artisanal mezcal. The two subregions are the coast (costa) and the mountains (sierra).




BACANORA


Bacanora is a regional spirit from thirty-five municipalities of Sonora. The spirit faced one of the strictest prohibition eras, which formally ended only in the 1990s. The culture of clandestine production created a tradition of uniquely engineered stills often made using repurposed and upcycled materials. All bacanora is made from the pacifica agave variety, an angustifolia.


SOTOL


Not technically agave, sotol is a spirit that is produced and consumed like other agave spirits made from the dasylirion plant, also known as desert spoon and sotol. Sotol is produced in Durango, Coahuila, and Chihuahua. The family of plants is similar to agave but does have key differences, including having male and female plants, and the ability to produce more than one quiote, or flowering stalk, in its lifetime. The flavors skew vegetal and tart. Interestingly, sotol-inspired spirits are produced in the United States from locally grown plants, most notably in Texas and California.


How to Read a Label


Information on the label of a bottle of agave spirits can be grouped into one of two categories: information that provides insight into the prospective flavor or heritage of what’s inside, and information that may be interesting for a variety of different reasons, such as holograms that certify the authenticity of certified mezcal. There are also other key differences between tequila and non-tequila agave spirits. I will focus on the information that is most likely to inform flavor, style, and quality.


[image: ]Alcohol content


[image: ]Producer/brand


[image: ]Batch number


[image: ]Region


[image: ]Variety


[image: ]Age statement


[image: ]Infusions or other flavorings




MEZCAL LABELS


Since the mezcal category is much larger than tequila, the labels tend to have more detailed information of the provenance of the spirit within.


Look on the bottle of mezcal for the name of the producer and/or the community. This information is the quickest way to assess the spirit’s style, especially since single producers often make mezcal for multiple brands, and single brands often work with multiple producers. It’s best to follow producers rather than brands. One of the benefits of buying producer-owned mezcals is that you are automatically following the producer and don’t need to double-check who is making a particular batch. See page 291 for a list of producer-owned brands.


Scan the label for any particular DO status, like raicilla, bacanora, or sotol; all of these designations include specific information about varieties, regions, and general styles. Also, check for the variety or varieties of agave being used, which is typically listed prominently on the label.


Next, check the alcohol content and if there are any production notes about infusions, or type of distillation, like clay or ancestral distillation, or any glass aging statements. Batch numbers may be helpful if you are searching for particular lots. While it is interesting to note whether or not a spirit is certified mezcal or destilado de agave, it doesn’t end up making a difference or informing flavor or quality.


In short, for mezcal I am scanning the bottle for a producer name, a town or municipality in addition to the state of origin, variety of agave(s), alcohol content, and any production or aging notes. This combination of information will help decipher what kind of spirit it is. Much of this information is not required but often included, and it can serve as a green flag when included or a red flag when omitted—particularly when it comes to the producer name or town. If both of those are absent from the bottle, it’s generally not a good sign.


TEQUILA LABELS


Tequila labels are generally much more straightforward, with the brand name and logo front and center.


To start, look for bottles labeled “100% agave.” Since tequila can be made from up to 49% other base ingredients, all bottles must disclose whether or not they are made from 100% agave. The next thing to look for is the aging statement: blanco, reposado, añejo, extra añejo, cristalino (see page 44 for the detailed breakdown of these styles). The alcohol content will also be listed on the label, which will almost always be 40%, but may have some variation up to 55%. Other elements like batch numbers and NOMs will also be on the bottle and can provide information for those who like to get geeky.


WHAT IS A NOM?


NOM stands for Norma Oficial Mexicana and is also sometimes referred to as a NORMA. The NOM number that appears on all bottles of tequila indicates that the spirit is in compliance with the standards governed by the Consejo Regulador del Tequila (CRT), the body that oversees and regulates the spirit’s production. More importantly to consumers, the NOM number is a way to identify which distillery bottles the tequila. Some distilleries produce multiple brands, and the NOM number makes this easy to identify.


Mezcals also have NOM numbers, but unlike tequila, where the CRT is the single body that oversees the certification, there are currently up to five organizations that can legally certify Mezcal for producers within the DO. The practical value of mezcal NOMs to the consumer is not the same as for tequila.


Mezcal is regulated by NOM-70, which defines the categories and production processes of what can legally be labeled Mezcal once it has been certified. The organizations in charge of certifying DO-protected Mezcal are fraught with politics and a work in progress. Up until the beginning of 2021, there was one organization that certified all products for the mezcal DO. Political turmoil complicates the matter significantly, and there are currently competing organizations and no lack of controversy, all of which makes it even harder for producers to go through the system. While often quite public and dramatic, the politics of who certifies mezcal need not be front of mind when deciding which brand to buy. Fortunately, there are several ways to better understand what is inside a bottle.


Page 286 in the resources guide has a list of websites where you can look up NOMs for agave spirits. The websites provide a wealth of information that’s updated regularly.




Tequila & Mezcal Today


Prior to the turn of the twenty-first century, agave spirits were often considered harsh party drinks that needed chasers or accompaniments (looking at you, salt and lime) in order to get them as a shot down one’s throat. The public’s collective understanding has shifted in the last twenty years in the direction of appreciating both the provenance and wide variety of earthy flavors that occupy this category. (We see this evolution, as well, in the culinary traditions of Mexico with the explosion of Mexican fine dining restaurants around the world.)


As this newfound appreciation for agave-based spirits has expanded, there has been an explosion of interest from celebrities, big-money investors, and major beverage companies in financing and producing new brands. As the interest from consumers outside of Mexico to understand the nuance and regionality of Mexico’s native spirits has heightened, tourism to the nation’s traditional production areas has substantially grown, enhancing even more the allure of the spiky succulent known as agave.


CELEBRITY BRANDS


Like non-celebrity brands, there is a mix of quality among celebrity-owned and -backed brands. In general, celebrity brands are overpriced and do not represent the best quality or flavor of what is available. Some of the most common issues when it comes to celebrity brands, aside from not tasting great, are a lack of transparency in production and provenance of source material, promoting someone that has no connection to the culture as an authority over the artisans and experts that carry generations of experience, and contributing to a culturally extractive model.


However, some celebrities are genuinely invested in their brands. With the best of intentions, they take the time to get to know the process and people behind their products. In any case, and regardless of intentions, they may not be qualified or able to distinguish refined flavors and textures, resulting in a product that falls flat in comparison with products made by true masters of their craft.


Are celebrity brands necessarily bad? No. But the bottom line is that if you are searching for the best spirit, the best value, or a combination of the two, you are unlikely to find it in the bottle of a celebrity-owned brand. You are much better off seeking out small artisanal producers whose heritage and experienced palates inform what’s in the bottle. See the resource guide on page 286 for a list of websites that keep the most up-to-date information about producers and their affiliations.




TERROIR


The mezcal industry borrows the word terroir from the wine industry, where it is used to describe the sense of place a product has. The concept of terroir, the literal translation being earth, is understood to encompass the region, soil, altitude, variety, yeasts, traditions, and a producer’s unique production style—all of the production elements that affect the final product.


A terroir-driven spirit transports you to that place with each sip, just as a certain dish might taste like home. The fact that mezcal is so defined by its terroir is another characteristic that makes it so much more than a mere product; drinking mezcal is a way to connect with a culture and its people and environment.


I believe we need a term that is unique and specific to agave spirits. There are likely terms from the Indigenous languages of agave spirit–producing cultures that would be more appropriate, but for now, we will use terroir.


Tequila Terroir


Focusing on the regions in and around the valley of Tequila, where the vast majority of tequilas are made, there are two distinct subregions: Los Altos (the highlands) and El Valle (the valley). It’s worth noting that the valley, sometimes erroneously called the lowlands, sits at nearly four thousand feet above sea level. The two regions have different soil compositions and microclimates, resulting in different sizes, sugar contents, and ripening schedules of the agaves grown in each region. The generalization about flavor is that tequilas made from Los Altos agaves show fruitier and sweeter flavors, while tequilas made from El Valle agaves feature the earthy and peppery characteristics of the plant. As with all generalizations, there is some truth to this; however, as a practical matter, it’s not that simple. In reality, most producers source agaves from both regions and mix them together. There is nothing inherently wrong about mixing agaves from the two subregions, though some brands add to the confusion by presenting their products as representative of the region where their distillery is while using agave from a mix of regions in their spirit. The brands that do source exclusively from one of the two subregions typically feature that on their websites or bottles, specifically stating that they use 100% highland or valley agaves.


Even tequilas that are made from 100% regionally specific agaves do not necessarily correspond to the generalized flavor profiles. Some brands include specific information about soil and elevation in order to showcase how these traditional elements of terroir impact a tequila, and at least one brand (Tequila Ocho; see page 104) uses a system to delineate specific parcels, like single vineyards for wine. Tequila terroir is much more complex than simply noting “valley” or “highlands”; it has more to do with the growing conditions, stage of ripeness, and human aspects of terroir. Some of the most influential human aspects include how close a shave the piñas get during the jima (the process of cutting the leaves from the heart), cooking method, yeasts, and fermentation style.


Mezcal Terroir


The intricacies and nuances of mezcal terroir could fill an entire book. The primary aspects to consider are variety and ripeness of agave, region and subregion, production techniques, and hand of the maker. While that list seems concise enough, each of those categories could be elaborated on at length. One of the most interesting aspects of terroir for artisanal mezcal is the exclusive use of natural ambient yeasts, which give each mezcal a specific flavor of its place. One exception to this is when pulque, fermented aguamiel, is added to initiate fermentation—but even in this case, ambient yeasts are being used via the naturally fermented pulque. Like sourdough bakeries, yeast colonies cultivate themselves in fermentation areas and are a big contributor to the particular flavors of any given production facility.


For those interested in diving headfirst into exploring the many facets of mezcal terroir, I suggest tasting many espadín-based mezcals from Oaxaca, ideally from different subregions and made using different techniques. From there, branch out to other states, focusing on the most common agave variety for each region, for example Cenizo from Durango and Cupreata from Michoacán. Keeping the agave variety consistent allows one to perceive the differences in flavor from other elements like still materials and regional traditions. Discovering the many intricacies of mezcal terroir is an ongoing adventure that will continually inspire more questions than answers.


VISITING DISTILLERIES


The town of Tequila is a popular tourist destination. Many of the large tequila houses offer regularly scheduled tours that are easily accessible to English-speaking visitors, including day trips from Guadalajara, Jalisco’s capital. The best way to plan your visit is by perusing the options listed on the websites of the distilleries you want to visit. Visiting small or private production facilities often requires a personal connection and invitation. Those looking for a more intimate and educational experience, or access to some of the distilleries off the beaten path, should consider signing up with a private tour company like Experience Agave, whose tours are planned and led by industry insiders with longstanding connections in the region.


Traveling to mezcal-producing regions is decidedly more complicated. In general, mezcal-producing communities are not designed for outside visitors. Recently, some brands have made moves to offer public tours in the style of tequila distilleries, though some common ways people visit producers are by having a connection, by directly messaging a producer family, and increasingly, by booking a tour if the distillery has a website.


The most common place to visit for firsthand mezcal experiences is Oaxaca, specifically the nearby town of Santiago Matatlán, considered the world’s capital of mezcal. Visitors can stop in at the many public-facing tasting rooms, called expendios, that line the main road of Matatlán, often with their palenques and homes in the back and available to visit.


I do not recommend visiting, or asking to visit, facilities that are not specifically open to the public unless an invitation is extended.


I strongly recommend planning a tour and booking with a local person. The Mezcalistas website offers a comprehensive list of vetted local tour guides and organizations.


Like areas of Oaxaca outside of Matatlán, other mezcal-producing states are mostly accessible through private tours. It is not recommended to venture out on your own, go on spontaneous visits, or search for producers without prior planning and reliable connections.


The foundation of visiting any foreign place is humility. If you are interested in traveling to mezcal-producing regions, I invite you to ask yourself: What impact will my visit have on traditional mezcal-producing communities? It’s important to center the well-being of the communities that produce mezcal when considering or planning a visit.


Here are some guidelines for those who decide to visit and wish to do so humbly and respectfully:





[image: ]


100+ year old masonry ovens; agaves enter through the top holes and a fire from wood and dried cactus is made in the “doors” below to cook the piñas.





[image: ]Know your place. You are a guest in another culture. You are not entitled to anything. Accept what is offered graciously.


[image: ]Pay the hosts. Many producers don’t have tour rates, so how much you pay is subjective and often up to you. If they offer something for sale, purchase something. Tip generously. Even if you don’t purchase anything or they have nothing for sale, tipping is a way to show your gratitude for their hospitality.


[image: ]Learn some basic Spanish. Oftentimes Spanish is a second language for producers, and even if your guide has assured you it’s not necessary, learning some basics is a way to put effort into respecting a foreign culture.


[image: ]Bring a gift, something from the market, like fruit, cheese, chocolate, pulque, or a specialty from your hometown.


[image: ]Ask questions, ideally in Spanish.


[image: ]Be polite. Say hello and goodbye to everyone, without forcing a handshake or other physical interaction.


[image: ]Ask before taking pictures or video, especially of people.


[image: ]If you think something is priced too low, offer to pay more.


[image: ]Tread lightly, and make an effort to adapt to the local customs.


[image: ]Bring your gratitude back home. Oaxaca has experienced disproportionate forced migration, and Oaxacan and other Mexican and Indigenous people are all over the United States. They are concentrated in the service industry and continue to offer their hospitality, culture, and knowledge.


How to Enjoy Tequila & Mezcal


SELECTION & COLLECTION


Sometimes there is a batch of distillate that speaks directly to your heart through your taste buds. Buy a couple bottles of that one if you can and put one away to enjoy later. Avoid buying out the entire batch of spirit; it’s nice to give others a chance to taste a small batch, as these are one-of-a-kind productions of that particular time and place. Treasure them, but do so respectfully. Collecting expressions is a way to honor and relive the moment you first tasted it. Or save it to commemorate a special event.


STORING YOUR SPIRITS


Traditional mezcal will age in glass and has a long shelf life when stored in a cool, dry, and preferably dark place. Storing full bottles is best; the less oxygen in the bottle, the better. To that end, consider transferring partial bottles to new glass containers that don’t have extra head room, and remember to label them with all pertinent information. It is not recommended to store spirits in plastic. Lastly, remember to enjoy your collection—mezcal is best enjoyed in copitas (tiny cups) among friends and family, not on a basement shelf.
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