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Foreword


‘It’s just coffee!’


If you’re someone like me, someone who takes great pleasure in coffee, then you’ve probably heard this phrase dozens of times – often spoken in exasperation as a response to an explanation about why we might find coffee so engrossing and delightful. It was not, I confess, a phrase I have had a particularly good relationship with until the manuscript for this book arrived.


The manuscript came through a friend; there was little explanation of the contents, and my brain did not make the connection to the classic of culture, philosophy and ritual that is The Book of Tea. Therefore, when I read the title, I feared the worst: a little book of coffee trivia to be sold cheaply in shops that aren’t really bookshops. I certainly did not expect something as philosophically transformational as the present book would turn out to be. I read it for the first time in a single sitting, slightly confused that a topic that I was so familiar with could be used to draw out fresh insights and ideas.


I spend a lot of my life thinking about the relationship people have with coffee, both as individuals and as a culture. This drink has spread to be a truly global thing, intertwining itself into every culture in every country on the planet. We really do like coffee a lot, and it is more than a dependency. If it was, truly, just about the caffeine, there are cheaper and more effective ways to get it. Caffeine is readily available in pill form, but we’d much rather have the inconvenience of the drink because of how it makes us feel. I’m not denying that caffeine isn’t a large part of why we drink coffee daily, but I think it is a smaller piece than we sometimes give it credit for.


Our relationship with coffee has changed greatly over the last twenty years, particularly in the last five. Speciality coffee arrived, blossoming worldwide, and suddenly coffee tasted more interesting, had many more stories about where it had come from, and went from the fringes of café culture to being widely available. First into every city, then into every town, came independent coffee shops as well as multinational chains masquerading as independent coffee shops. Coffee had long been seen as a cheap necessity. It was the famous example of a ‘loss leader’ in supermarkets; a product sold so cheaply that they lost money on it, in order to bring customers in for their weekly shop. Even as a drink, we had long expected it to be cheap. We all remember the bitter brutality of the complimentary coffee of hotels, conferences and places we gathered. Yet this new, more expensive form of coffee quickly won people over.





Caffeine is readily available in pill form, but we’d much rather have the inconvenience of the drink because of how it makes us feel.





A friend of mine who works in craft chocolate argues that one of the reasons coffee was so successful was that it was an easy upgrade: you were going to get a latte anyway, so why not get one that tastes much nicer for a relatively small premium? Swapping out the everyday for the speciality version was often described as a little luxury, a phrase I didn’t particularly mind until the apparent excess and indulgence of a tasty cup of coffee and a plate of avocado toast became the dismissive reason the tabloid newspapers offered for why a generation couldn’t afford to get on the housing ladder. There had long been jokes that the kind of coffee you drink gives something away about the kind of person you are, but the kind of coffee shop you went to also became a kind of self-expression. We liked a lot about how drinking better coffee made us feel, aside from the occasional interaction with the unpleasant cliché of the coffee snob.


From the early 2000s onward, speciality coffee grew steadily, seemingly immune to shifting economies and proving more durable than a fad or trend. Delicious coffee had worked its way into many of our lives when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, and suddenly it was taken away from us. Cafés closed, societies were placed into various levels of lockdown, and many of us who worked in coffee worried that this would cause an irrevocable collapse in our industry. Those worries did not last long.


Almost immediately, there was a scramble in most countries and cultures to bring coffee into people’s homes, so they needn’t give up this little luxury, this simple nicety that they had grown so accustomed to. I don’t think any of us in the coffee industry anticipated that by bringing coffee into our homes, we’d develop an entirely new relationship with it. For many of us, this brought a new ritual into our homes, at a time when rituals turned out to have unexpected value. Stuck at home, we found time suddenly stretchy and unpleasantly elastic, and so many of us found real, meaningful value in stepping away from work to spend some time on something simple but rewarding.





I looked forward to my second cup of the day, not the one that fired up the cognitive engine but the one that allowed a pause.





The act of brewing coffee became, for millions of people, a highlight of their day. We looked forward to it, revelled in it and enjoyed the lingering pleasure that coffee offered us. Buoyed by a moment of pleasure, invigorated by both the psychoactive compounds and the little investment in the self, we were able to continue with our day. I remember quite clearly how much I looked forward to my second cup of the day, not the one that fired up the cognitive engine but the one that allowed a pause. I remember a feeling of liberation as I stepped away from the laptop, the portal to both the responsibilities of work and also the swirling maelstrom of the internet – a place full of fear, confusion, anger and anxiety. To leave that behind, to spend some time in the kitchen going through a sequence of weighing and grinding and brewing, was already something I enjoyed, but the contrast to everything else made it an even deeper pleasure. Even if the resulting cup had to come back with me to my desk, I had found some space for a different kind of thought, and that was meaningful.


The ritual of coffee making developed a new power for many, and as reluctant as I am to describe it as a spiritual moment, it is hard to argue that there wasn’t something nourishing about it for many of us. For me, this was the moment that coffee reached a kind of parity with tea.


For centuries, some cultures have enjoyed the wider ritual of tea and have leveraged it into an experience with more meaning than just a gustatory one. The taste of the tea was important, of course, forming a key part of the aesthetic experience, but it was only a piece of the puzzle. The particular rituals coffee has developed are rooted in flavour, or they are perhaps now more focused than our previous coffee rituals on achieving a taste that is at least delicious, and which, at its best, offers a kind of true ‘taste of place’ (I’m loath to steal the term terroir from the world of wine!).


The new culture of coffee is centred around an idea of a taste of place, that everything should be as transparent as possible in the process – from harvesting to roasting to brewing – and how we brew coffee is built around that idea. To brew a cup with less acidity might, for some, make a cup that is preferable but one that is perhaps less true to the inherent acidity that comes from the coffee itself, and so for a time the less acidic cup was considered inferior. While that hasn’t really changed, I think more people also enjoy brewing coffee for the opportunity it brings to perform a ritual, and this book is a great exploration of that theme, one that will only deepen that enjoyment.


Coincidentally, I first read this book during a strange moment of crisis. Or, perhaps more precisely, this book caused lingering and disparate feelings to merge into a feeling of discomfort. Coffee is the fuel of productivity, and it has been this way for hundreds of years. In the mid-1600s, coffee arrived in London and produced a surprising cultural upheaval. The English had been a nation drinking a great deal of weak beer every day, a drink that was safe and offered some nutrition of sorts. Coffee became an alternative, and with it came the effect of caffeine on culture. London’s coffeehouses became the driver of culture and business. The most famous example is Lloyd’s Coffee House, which developed a reputation as a place to discuss insurance for sailing vessels. This slowly morphed into the powerhouse of Lloyd’s of London, the insurer in an iconic building where the runners are still referred to as waiters. Later, another culture would take up coffee as a champion of work and productivity.


When the United States of America threw a bunch of tea into Boston Harbor, rejecting both Britain and its taxation demands, it made coffee a most American drink. Coffee became the fuel of hustle culture, of the American Dream. While it might have been our break from work during the pandemic, caffeine was also the drug we turned to in order to keep productivity high. It feeds early morning starts and carries us through late-night sessions. Many have subscribed to the idea of ‘death before decaf’ because to them the real utility of coffee is in – and please know I truly hate this pun – the grind.


Productivity is a word I have a very difficult relationship with. It is often how we measure ourselves, measure our time in jobs or even our time in this life. But at the root of it is something I like, a question that I find useful: what did I make or create or do today? I think it is no bad thing to think about whether you used your time well, or how you might want to make or do more today than you did yesterday. My growing discomfort with the word came from the realisation that we speak about productivity through the lens of individualism. Everywhere, there are people asking, ‘How can I be more productive?’, but we don’t exist in isolation. Reading The Book of Coffee made me think about collectivism again and wonder, ‘How do we do more?’


What is so appealing about the ideas in this book is that we could pivot this drink from being the driving force behind excessive hours and a poor work-life balance into being a drink that lets us contemplate meaning and purpose in a different way. The tea ceremony’s power and meaning put it behind a barrier. Tea ceremonies are, for many Western readers, most likely to be enjoyed only as tourists, with participation only skin deep and nuance and meaning hidden behind the alien and the foreign to those of us who have limited understanding and experience of thoughtful tea brewing. Most of us don’t realise that our experience with brewing coffee at home, this simple ritual born from the strangest place, has deepened our understanding of a process to the point that we can enjoy it philosophically as well as enjoying the resulting drink and the little lift of caffeine, too. Coffee’s ephemeral nature extends to the places we drink it. The London boom in speciality coffee is over twenty years old, and in that time we’ve already seen things shift and change. My own relationship with the city I live in is deeply connected to coffee shops, but not because I’ve worked in the coffee industry for that long. A coffee shop was the first place that gave me a sense of belonging in a city that I’d lived in for nearly a decade. As I sat in the small but excellent coffee shop near my flat that was named for an obscure song by Gladys Knight & the Pips, it seemed inevitable that I’d bump into someone I knew, or would have a quick chat with an increasingly familiar face. This made me feel connected with the people who lived around me – a feeling I’d not felt before. London had been a lonely, disconnected and isolating place.





We could pivot this drink from being the driving force behind a poor work–life balance into being a drink that lets us contemplate meaning and purpose in a different way.





That coffee shop is now closed. I genuinely mourned its loss, and I don’t think I’ve found anywhere that truly replaces it. In that sadness is a tremendous beauty for which I’m incredibly grateful. Not many people get that feeling, not in places like London. That might be the pastoral ideal of the village pub, but anonymity always felt like the currency of cities. I love that coffee offers that opportunity, and that something as simple as having a shared interest in a great cup of coffee, or a shared appreciation of a vibe or aesthetic, is enough to bind people together.


As you prepare to turn the page and start the book proper, you might still be sceptical. I’ve promised that this book will offer you far more from a cup of coffee. Even if you have fallen in love with the diverse flavours of coffee and its complexities, even if you’ve used it to explore continents or have rejected caffeine due to the discovery that decaf can be wonderful, you may still be wondering how this drink could be a pathway to discuss philosophy and the very meaning of life.


After all, it’s just coffee. Isn’t it?


—James Hoffmann





When we consider how small after all the cup of human enjoyment is, how soon overflowed with tears, how easily drained to the dregs in our quenchless thirst for infinity, we shall not blame ourselves for making so much of the tea-cup.


—Kakuzō Okakura, The Book of Tea (1906)





i
A Cup of Humanity
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The first time I encountered the wisest book I have ever read, I returned it unread to the shelf of a Tokyo bookshop and left. The Book of Tea by Kakuzō Okakura (1863–1913) had caught my eye but I did not trust my own judgement. Was it a genuine classic of Japanese thought, as the jacket claimed, or an outdated curio, written in 1906 for Westerners with an eye for the romantic and the exotic and still appealing to travellers and tourists today?


The answer was both and neither. Even when it was written, the book was a kind of elegy-in-waiting for a tradition that was already being lost. Today, there are Japanese who have never partaken in a tea ceremony, while for the rest it is a rare occurrence. Okakura’s paean to what he called ‘Teaism’ now seems doubly alien to the rest of the world, describing as it does a tradition that is both peculiarly Japanese and more or less extinct. And yet, as I was to discover, the book is full of universal wisdom which its datedness cannot erase. Timeless, placeless truths always find their clearest expression in specific times and places. Religions revel in this paradox, welding the historical and the eternal with no apologies for the contradiction. It can be Jesus as God made man, the message of heaven for all humanity being sent to one man in Arabia, Vishnu becoming incarnate when humanity is in need. If there were a language of the infinite, finite human beings would not be able to understand it. Rooted in time and place, we need constantly to reframe our understanding of our condition in terms which speak to us as we are here and now.
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