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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


A cup of coffee can be many things: a jolt of caffeine, fuel for our work, a social lubricant, a necessity or a luxury. It can be surprising, delightful and delicious, and it can transport you around the world. It can also be a lot of fun.


Coffee is produced in dozens of countries around the world, is consumed in every single country and has wrapped itself up in many different cultures in many different ways. Drinking the roasted, pulverized and infused seeds of the fruit from a small tropical shrub is a very human act.


Coffee, especially the modern speciality coffee movement in the last decade or two, has gained a reputation as being a bit serious, too earnest, occasionally pretentious and something requiring study and education in order to enjoy. As I start this book, a book full of the intricacies and minutiae of great coffee, I think it is important for both you and I to remember that the goal is fun, that the goal is enjoyment above all else.


I want to share the things that have helped me make better coffee, while also highlighting what makes it surprising, delightful and intriguing. It doesn’t have to be those things every day, it can just be a gentle and welcome liquid light-switch for your brain in the morning – because some mornings that’s all we really want it to be.
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HOW TO BUY GREAT COFFEE


You’ll hear over and over again that a great cup of coffee can’t exist without great raw materials. All the technique and equipment in the world can’t overcome the limitations of the coffee you are brewing. However, there is no real arbiter of what is ‘good’. There are definitions of speciality coffee that exist, but that doesn’t mean that people should aspire to all like the same kinds of coffee. The joy of coffee, once you dig into it, is the diversity of flavour.


The speciality coffee industry ran into a bit of a wall in its early years by telling people that they should drink ‘better’ coffee. People, quite rightly, didn’t like the inference that what they had been buying, drinking and enjoying just fine thank you very much was inferior.


Yet here I am, about to make a similar case but with some caveats. I would argue that whatever you enjoy right now, there’s probably something out there that you’d enjoy even more and that a little exploration will be incredibly rewarding – and, frankly, surprisingly fun. This chapter aims to break apart the process of buying coffee so that you can explore risk free. I don’t like the idea of someone trying something different to their usual choice and hating it. I think this can be avoided, and we can also remove a few of the myths and misconceptions that exist around the coffee-buying experience.






Freshness


One of the great successes of coffee’s marketing has been the idea that ‘fresher is better’.


You see ‘fresh ground coffee’ or ‘freshly brewed coffee’ everywhere, and actually shifting the mindset for many people so that they see coffee as fresh produce, not a shelf-stable staple, is good news. Coffee degrades relatively slowly compared to other fresh produce, and you could argue that because it is safe to drink at a couple of years old, then it really is a shelf-stable product. If you want the best value for money, then drinking your coffee while fresh is a real win. Before I talk about how long coffee lasts, I should briefly discuss the ways in which coffee goes stale.


Loss of volatiles: By volatiles, I’m talking about volatile aromatic compounds, the compounds assessed and enjoyed by your olfactory bulb, experienced as aroma or flavour. As coffee ages, a significant quantity of its flavours literally escape the beans or the grounds, often into the atmosphere. This is possible to slow with better packaging but you’ll always lose nuance, flavour and delight over time.


Development of new/bad flavours: The compounds in coffee that you taste and enjoy are, sadly, not inert. Over time they react with each other and begin to form new compounds. Not always, but often, these are less enjoyable than the ones you started with.


Rancidification: Coffee contains lipids in the form of fats or oils, and these are susceptible to turning rancid. It might be oxygen causing oxidation or it might be moisture leading to the breakdown of the fats. Either way, this pretty quickly causes some unpleasant and undesirable flavours to appear. Darker roasts have more of the oils pushed to the surface of the coffee bean, meaning they’re more likely to interact with any air or moisture present, so these develop rancid flavours more quickly.


I’m going to add one more here, even though this doesn’t strongly correlate to negative flavours, because it is worth understanding before continuing the discussion of freshness.


Degassing: During the coffee-roasting process, a host of chemical reactions are going on which result in the coffee turning brown and a lot of the flavours we love being created. A by-product of all this is carbon dioxide (CO2). A lot of it, if we’re talking volume. One kilogramme of coffee produces about 10 litres of carbon dioxide in the roasting process. Most of this escapes during the roast, and what is retained in the coffee bean at the end of the roast still does a pretty good job of escaping in the first few hours after roasting.
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Compared to what you started with, relatively little is retained by the beans by the time they’re packaged but, and this is an important but, there’s still enough to have a significant impact on the way that the coffee brews.


For this reason, coffee can be ‘too fresh’, especially if you plan to use it in an espresso machine. When you brew coffee, water coming into contact with the ground coffee seems from the grounds. If a lot of CO2 is coming out of the grounds, then it is harder for the water to extract the coffee. A frustrating truth of coffee (and there are several in this book) is that the staler coffee gets, the easier it is to brew and extract. Though, of course, the staler the coffee gets, the worse your resulting cup will taste.


The shift to e-commerce in coffee has set the expectation that a coffee company roasts and ships to order. Coupled with wider e-commerce shortening delivery time expectations, this means that most coffee bought online arrives too fresh. For the best experience, you should wait – often termed ‘resting’ the coffee. How long should you wait? How long is the window of goodness before the stale flavours kick in?


Coffee Beans and Freshness


Keeping coffee beans whole dramatically increases their lifespan. There are no hard rules here, and it is also worth bearing in mind that storage conditions can play a big role, especially temperature. Higher ambient temperatures will cause coffee to turn stale faster, as the heat supplies lots of energy to accelerate the staling process.


If you’re brewing coffee as espresso, I would recommend waiting at least 7–8 days after roasting before starting to brew the coffee. Once you open a bag, if you store it properly, to liberate a lot of the trapped CO2. In the brewing section you’ll often see a reference to ‘blooming’ where a little water is added to the coffee before the bulk of the brewing happens, to help extract the CO2 then you’ll continue to have great results over the next couple of weeks. After that you’ll begin to notice a real drop in how good the coffee tastes. Over the 2 weeks of use you’ll see a steady drop in the amount of crema the coffee produces because that crema is just trapped CO2 (for more on crema and what it is). However, that doesn’t mean the coffee will taste bad.


If you’re brewing it as filter coffee, then you can get good results 4–5 days after roasting. You won’t see as big an impact from its freshness on its ability to be brewed and extracted properly even 2 or 3 days offroast, compared with espresso. Similarly to espresso, once you open the bag, then you’ve got a couple of weeks where you’ll get the best-tasting coffee, and a steady decline from that point onward.


Ideal Coffee Freshness – Ground Coffee


Once you grind coffee, the staling reactions begin to pick up the pace very quickly. In a side-by-side testing, many people would spot a clear difference between 12-hours-old and fresh coffee, and most people would spot the difference between 24-hours-old and fresh. How much that difference bothers them is hard to predict, but it is clear. By the time the coffee is 48 hours old I think I’d struggle to find someone who didn’t consider it to taste worse.


I advocate grinding coffee for the following different reasons:


- it smells amazing, and will make your morning/day more delightful every time you do it.


- buying whole-bean coffee is better value. Pre-ground coffee can cost the same but overall makes comparatively worse-tasting coffee, so is worse value.


- grinding yourself means you can get the best from the coffee – by adjusting the grind size depending on the variety, the brewer and your personal preferences.


I accept that the downsides of grinding your own coffee are that there’s some inconvenience compared with just grabbing a bag of grounds, and that there’s also the cost of buying a coffee grinder to factor in. But I think a coffee grinder is an incredibly valuable investment in your kitchen set-up and I’ll go deeper into coffee grinders later.






Storing Coffee


The best way to store coffee for daily use is in something dark, dry and airtight.


Many bags now come with resealable strips and they’re as good as anything else I’ve tested. There are lots of coffee canisters available for sale, and while I think vacuum storage ones have a very slight edge, you should just pick something that you like the look and price of which closes airtight.


I’d avoid putting coffee in the refrigerator. In theory it should be better than a cupboard because it is cooler, and as long as it is stored airtight then that would be true. However, bringing coffee in and out of the refrigerator can result in accelerated staling caused by condensation forming on the cold coffee. Also, if the bag is open, the coffee can easily pick up flavours from anything particularly aromatic in your refrigerator.


The freezer is an excellent place to store coffee long term. Coffee, sealed airtight and ideally with as little air as possible in the package, will last months in a freezer. Taking the coffee in and out of the freezer is bad because of condensation, but some people like to store single doses in their freezer and pull out only what they need for that day’s cup. This works well, though does involve a significant amount of labour and packing prep when you are storing a new bag of coffee.
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Where You Buy Coffee


Where you buy your coffee will have a significant impact on its freshness and age.
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I’ll cover the three main places people tend to buy coffee, and the impacts of each one:


The Supermarket/Grocery Store


Historically this is where most people bought their coffee, and that has only really started to change in the last decade. Supermarkets treat coffee like a shelf-stable product. Coffee doesn’t have a ‘Use by’ date, it has a ‘Best before’ date because even after a couple of years it is likely to be safe to consume, though inarguably past its best. Large companies do not put roast dates on their products – because supermarkets don’t want them to. Supermarket supply chains mean that coffee can be weeks or months old before it hits store shelves. It hits the back of those shelves, and then it slowly works its way forward.


If you pick up a bag that has 7 months left before the best before date, that also feels more like good news than picking up a bag and finding out that it is 5 months old. In addition there’s no standard for best before dates in coffee, so some companies will use 12 months, some 18 and others up to 24 months from roast. Some smaller, more quality-focused companies that have started working with supermarkets will often put a ‘use by’ on there as requested, but will also add a ‘roasted on’ date to the packaging – though rarely as obvious as the use by. It is hard to buy truly fresh coffee in most supermarkets. Some local shops and retailers may do a better job, but it is very much the luck of the draw at that point.



A Local Coffee Shop


This is an excellent place to buy coffee, not just because I believe in supporting local businesses. Coffee shops now regularly retail the coffee they are serving. This coffee is often quite nicely rested, maybe a week old when it is on the shelves, and that means that coffee shops are the perfect place to go if you need coffee to brew right now. As a bonus, you can have a conversation with someone about the coffee, and talk to them about your preferences, which means you’re more likely to find something you’ll enjoy than working your way through the labels in a supermarket (I’ll talk more about labels). As a final bonus, you can often taste the coffee before you buy – great for both reducing the risk you’ll hate it and also giving you a bit of a benchmark for how the coffee tastes for you to chase in your home brewing.


Online


It is now easier than ever to buy great coffee online, and the explosion in the number of coffee roasters worldwide has definitely benefitted the consumer. The experience of buying online is often excellent, competitively priced and with quick delivery times. However, there’s limited human interaction which, while often appealing, makes getting recommendations more difficult. Most coffee-roasting companies will explicitly state their policies on roasting and shipping. Smaller companies don’t have the volume to roast every day, so may either hold your order until the next production day or send coffee a day or two old. As I’ve said, super-fresh coffee isn’t necessarily the best for brewing, but online buying should at least provide a predictable flow of coffee, and hopefully you can order to have your coffee arrive up to a week before your current stocks run out.


Most coffee roasters offer subscription services, where coffee is sent out automatically each week, fortnight or month. There are a broad range of experiences from ‘send me the thing I like every week, so I don’t have to remember’ through to ‘send me something new and different every single time’.





PRICE


This should be the easiest and most obvious indicator of quality – the more it costs, the better it should be. That is, of course, impossible in a world with diverse preferences and definitions of ‘good’. However, I still need to talk about price when it comes to buying coffee.


Having a bag of coffee at home is normal for hundreds of millions of households. It is, if you stop and think about it for a second, astonishing that it is possible. You have the seeds of a tropical plant, grown thousands of miles away, that have been harvested, processed, sorted, exported, roasted, packaged and delivered to your door for a very small cost. This sets the expectation early on that coffee should be cheap, and sadly some coffee will probably always be inexpensive. But cheap coffee comes at a very human cost – someone must struggle for your coffee to be low-priced; someone must live a life of food insecurity or inescapable debt. Cheap coffee is nothing to celebrate, now or ever.


It will come as no surprise that I think coffee is undervalued; it is a fascinating beverage that not only is delicious and diverse but also psychoactive and stimulating. It is something I encourage you to invest in if you can.


Paying a little extra for your morning brew and avoiding large, multinational brands that work to keep coffee prices low, is better for everyone involved. Paying a premium for top-end speciality coffees does not fix the injustice of the coffee industry, nor is it transformative for any individual farmer. However, paying sustainable prices for any and all coffee you buy is valuable and worthwhile. To give you an exact target figure will immediately date this book, but the baseline prices you see from speciality roasters are good ones to aim for.


I dislike the idea that spending more is my best current advice, especially as poverty and food insecurity are common in consuming countries as well as producing countries. But I cannot advocate keeping coffee cheap when we’ve seen the impact of this practice on the lives of millions of coffee-producing families around the world.
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Roast Level


With the rise of speciality coffee in the last 20 years it does appear that coffee companies talking about the roast level of the coffee has become deeply unfashionable. There can be enormous amounts of information presented on the label, but roast level is rarely one of them.


There are probably a few reasons for this. Many smaller speciality coffee companies are working under the idea that they’ve found their ideal roast profile for this particular coffee, and they believe that no other roast level would be suitable. Secondly, speciality roasts are often in the spectrum of light to medium as the current style of roasting remains still something of a counter movement to the darker roasting styles of companies like Starbucks. Finally, and perhaps most frustratingly, there are no real standards out there for what constitutes a light, medium or dark roast. However, I still believe that this information would be helpful in making a decision for many coffee buyers. With speciality companies you are often best to presume that everything is light to medium in roast unless explicitly labelled otherwise.


Historically, coffee has been labelled by roast in a slightly obtuse way, through the use of a strength rating. The modern coffee industry has long argued that this practice is confusing, because strength comes primarily from the way that you brew the coffee and the ratio of coffee to water that you use. However, darker roasts are more soluble than lighter roasts, so if I’m nitpicking then strength labels are ironically pretty accurate.


What these labels are really communicating is the intensity of bitterness that you’re likely to experience from a particular coffee. However, whether they use a 5- or 10-point scale, you tend to find that the range starts in the middle and goes up from there – because no one wants their coffee to have the lowest possible strength rating.
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How Roasting Affects Flavour


How you roast a coffee has a dramatic effect on its taste. The longer you roast a coffee, the more you generate what are often described as generic roast flavours. These flavours generate in most products that you roast to brown, such as bread or chocolate. Eventually these turn into harsher, more burned-tasting flavours. This also correlates with an increase in bitterness, much as sugar gets more bitter the darker you take it as caramel. Alongside this increase in bitterness, you also generally see a decrease in acidity.


Acidity is a complex topic in coffee, and also pretty divisive. Acidity often correlates with the density of the coffee, which is about how it grew. Coffee grown at higher altitudes grows more slowly and is denser. It often has more aromatic complexity and a greater capacity for sweetness – though this isn’t linear, so don’t just look for the highest grown coffee you can find. Interesting, complex and flavourful coffees tend to have higher levels of acidity.


For a coffee roaster, the challenge is to keep as much of the inherent character of the coffee, building a supporting layer of pleasing roasted flavours and balancing out the acidity in the coffee to make it a pleasurable experience all around. Acidity adds contrast, juiciness, crispness, excitement and can be delightful. It can also be sour, harsh and miserably unpleasant if the roast is executed badly.


Roasting coffee isn’t just difficult because finding this moment of balance between sweet, acidic and bitter requires precision and a lot of practical experience. It is also difficult because we don’t all agree exactly where that point is. This makes roasting part practical food manufacture and part philosophical or aesthetic. A company often has a collective idea of how great coffee should taste, with the understanding that not everyone who drinks coffee will agree with them.


This is why there’s no real agreement on what a medium roast is. Everyone is starting from slightly different points on the roast colour spectrum. As an extreme example, Starbucks’ lightest roast (their Blonde Roast) is darker than anything most speciality companies will ever roast.
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Traceability


For a long time I used traceability as the best shortcut for buying excellent coffee. If a coffee came from a very specific place, a farm, a cooperative or specific mill, then it was likely to be pretty good quality.


The process of keeping a lot of coffee separate throughout the supply chain, from farm to cup, adds cost. This investment is only worth it if the coffee can be sold for a premium based on its flavour, i.e. if the coffee is high quality. This isn’t a perfect shortcut, but it is a pretty effective one.


What is challenging to someone looking at a row of different bags of coffee is understanding which ones are properly traceable and which ones just look it on the surface. You can’t just recommend people only buy coffee from single estates because of the complexities of land ownership. In many coffee-producing countries you would be excluding many great producers (and coffees) because they don’t own enough land to be considered a farm. In Kenya you might buy amazing coffee that came from a single washing station, which processed coffee for hundreds, if not thousands, of producers. That could be some of the best coffee from Kenya, but that same level of traceability in Costa Rica wouldn’t get you to the best coffee. In an effort to offer better guidance I ended up writing The World Atlas of Coffee to try and break this information down in detail, country by country. But I’d still advocate traceability as the most useful indicator of quality.






Post-harvest Process


On a typical bag of speciality coffee there’s often a lot of information about the coffee itself. That information will vary in scope and detail from roaster to roaster, but one of the pieces I think is particularly important – and thankfully pretty much always present – is the post-harvest process used.


When you pick coffee fruit, you’re aiming to do so at peak ripeness, despite the fact that it isn’t the fruit you want but the seeds inside. How you get the seeds from the fruit has a big impact on their flavour. This isn’t the place to go into detail about that process; instead I want to focus on the impact on flavour and one particular quality of flavour in coffee: ferment.


Historically, fermented flavours were not considered desirable in many coffees, and processes were created to minimize those qualities. The washed process, where you squeeze the seeds out of the fruit, run a small fermentation to break down any fruit flesh that is stuck to the seed, and then wash it clean before drying, was focused on minimizing fermented or ‘off’ flavours by getting rid of the sugar in the fruit flesh as quickly as possible to prevent that sugar fuelling questionable flavour development.


The challenge of the washed, or wet, process is the amount of water needed. The least water-intensive process is the natural, or dry, method. Here you dry the whole cherry straight after picking and later hull it to get at the seeds inside. Drying whole fruit in the sun can lead to some uncontrolled chemistry, which produces fermented fruit flavours. Some people love these flavours – they love blueberry, mango, pineapple or other tropical notes in their coffee. Other people find these flavours repugnant – to them they are closer to rotten fruit than to a fun fruit salad. Finding out how you feel about fermented flavours in coffee is a really helpful piece of guidance for future coffee buying.


There’s no morally superior answer here; it is OK to like or dislike whatever you do. The coffee industry itself is split – some roasters won’t buy and roast naturally processed coffees. They believe that the process smothers the inherent taste of the terroir with the flavour of processing. I think it is important that roasters have a vision and believe in the products they sell, so I support both sides here and both have audiences for their approach.


Other processes tend to leave more fruit flesh on the coffee – such as the honey process or pulped natural process. It is difficult to make sweeping statements about how these processes affect taste because they’re employed in a variety of ways. In addition, there are increasing numbers of boutique and experimental fermentations going on with washed coffees. These processes are usually labelled clearly, often with flamboyant language, so you are unlikely to mistake them for normal washed coffees.
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Bourbon
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Catuai
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Kona
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Gesha









Variety


Wine has done a great job of communicating the impact of variety on taste. Most wine drinkers have opinions on a glass of Chardonnay or Cabernet Sauvignon.


Coffee is often sold by variety too, though I would rarely recommend buying based on trying one coffee variety once and looking for it again. Coffee varieties are chosen by producers often for very practical reasons. Some varieties have higher yields, some varieties grow as shorter trees, which makes them easier to pick by hand. Many producers have limited access to seed stocks, so they are choosing from limited choices.


Some coffee varieties do have flavour characteristics that manifest regardless of terroir, but these are relatively rare. I think it is very, very difficult to drink a cup of coffee and know if the coffee is bourbon variety or catarrh variety.


Roasters will often list the variety of the coffee on the label of the bag, but this is often more valuable as a demonstration of traceability than it is as guidance for enjoyment.


Rarely do roasters contextualize a variety either – you need to be quite deeply into coffee to know that seeing Wush Wush grown in Colombia is quite rare, or that bourbon coffee grown in Indonesia is unusual.


Varieties like Gesha (often embarrasingly styled as Geisha), do have consistent floral and citrus flavours that make them unusual as well as relatively valuable. However, I’d say 90 per cent of the varieties you see would be difficult to write descriptors for.






What Flavour Notes Mean


Flavour notes in coffee are both a standardized norm and somewhat contentious and controversial.


What I want to cover here is how to read them to pick apart key attributes of the coffee-drinking experience, in the hope of making choosing one bag out of a dozen or more easier, and more likely to result in you being delighted by your decision.


I believe there are three key attributes of coffee drinking that drive a love/loathe experience for most people:


Acidity: As we have seen, acidity is a complex topic. Some people love acidity in coffee, and some people find it misplaced and unpleasant. I’d argue some acidity is part of what makes speciality coffee special, but balance is everything.
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