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Introduction


When did coffee get so cool?


Just a few years ago, it was something that cost seventy-five cents a cup, existed primarily as a study aid, and came in two varieties—regular or black.


Today, drinks cost upwards of $4, take three times as long to make, and are half as big. Coffee houses have gone from cozy nooks with beat-up old couches and cheap muffins to industrial-chic laboratories where all the customers look like eighteenth-century dandies or really wealthy lumberjacks.


It’s easy to write it all off as just another hipster fad, like pickling ramps and bar cornhole leagues. But the truth is that the current trends in coffee—from cheap commodity to totem of cool—have been taking place for decades now, and probably won’t be slowing down any time soon. The good news is that most people are just as baffled by the whole thing as you are, so there is still time to get in on the ground floor before all your friends.


Sure, it seems pricey compared to that $1 cup of sludge from your local bodega, but think of it this way: In almost any major city, you can now taste some of the finest coffee in the world, made by top roasters and prepared by award-winning baristas using world-class equipment, without breaking a $10 bill.


And here is the secret: it isn’t all that difficult to become an amateur coffee authority. It will cost you far less time and money than your friends who got really into CrossFit or Candy Crush Saga.


How do I know? I am just like you. I am just a regular person who gets out of bed every morning, goes to the office, turns on my computer, goes into the kitchenette and hand-grinds precisely twenty grams of freshly roasted, whole-bean, single-origin coffee and steeps it for four minutes in a full-immersion brewer before going about the rest of my day. I am not a coffee industry professional. I have never been a barista.* I learned about coffee by tasting, testing, experimenting and failing, reading, and talking to people. And you can, too.


Once you’ve nailed it, your newfound knowledge will spill over into other areas of your life, making you an all-around better and more interesting person.** Picture this: That impossibly hip lady or gent from the bookstore you hang around pretending to browse literary journals in the hope they will be impressed by your apparent knowledge of contemporary Czech short fiction somehow agrees to go on a date with you. You have a couple of hours, $15.25 (there was a quarter under the couch), and a handful of talking points gleaned from half the courses needed for a film studies degree to impress them with. How do you do it? With the greatest coffee date of their life is how.


You start by taking them to a tiny café that is so new and unknown it doesn’t even have a Yelp page or a cash register yet. You offer to pay, because you know even the most expensive drink is in your budget. Your knowledge of exotic growing regions (Cariamanga, Sulawesi, Gakenke—where are these places? Don’t worry, your date won’t know either) will make you sound well-traveled and open up opportunities for casual commentary on current geopolitical issues (“Timor-Leste’s coffee industry has really improved in quality since the country gained independence from Indonesia . . .”). Your refined palate (“I’m getting caramel, clove, and a hint of pink gummy bear”) suggests you have class and good taste, while your patronage of a local business and friendly repartee with the barista paints you as an engaged citizen and community member.


Most books about coffee are written by industry insiders. This is not one of them. Normal consumers like us neither need nor want to know about the molecular structure of espresso (which is just as well, because I can’t explain it)—we just want to know what tastes good.


So consider this book the outsider’s guide to becoming a coffee geek. From finding a café to brewing your own drinks, I’ve filtered out the bullshit and boiled it down to the stuff you actually need to know to get the most out of your cup and not look like a total moron when ordering at coffee shops.


Because now that coffee is cool, there is no reason you can’t be, too.




* A long time ago—before I knew anything about coffee—I did work in a bar that had an espresso machine, but the less said about that, the better. Suffice to say, the burns have finally healed, and my apologies to anyone who ever ordered fat-free milk—I gave you full cream.


** Results not guaranteed.
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ONE
Know Your Coffee History


The recorded history of coffee dates back to ancient Ethiopia . . . Hey! I can see your eyes glazing over from here. Look, I get it. You picked up this book to learn about what’s cool in coffee now, so why do we have to talk about long-dead Africans?


Let me put it this way: Imagine trying to learn about punk rock from a fourteen-year-old at the Salt Lake City leg of the Warped Tour. Sure, they can probably give you a pretty thorough rundown of every band currently gracing the front of a Hot Topic T-shirt, but the information will be lacking some fairly important history and context. You need to know about the bands that came before punk.


In fact, to really understand the current goings-on in the coffee world, it’s important to understand what they aren’t as much as what they are. Just as punk rock was in part a reaction to the polished commercial rock of the 1970s, today’s coffee trends are in many ways a reaction to the polished commercial café franchises of the 1990s.


On a more serious note: the coffee trade has a pretty horrible history. It has fueled—and to some extent continues to fuel—slavery, exploitation, poverty, and environmental destruction. When you buy coffee, you become a part of this system. You don’t have to care (I mean, you should, you jerk, but you don’t have to), but you should at least know what you’re not caring about.


So bear with me—I’ll try to make this as painless as possible. (Or if you really don’t care, just skip to the next chapter. It’s your book; read it however you want.)


Out of Africa


So how about those ancient Ethiopians? The coffee plant is native to the area, so they had probably been eating and cooking its fruits, seeds, and leaves up in various forms since whichever ancient inhabitant was lucky enough to experience the world’s first caffeine buzz and say, “Hey guys, you’ve got to try this. I think it’ll really catch on!”


At some point, another canny citizen must have had the inspired idea to roast the bean-shaped seeds inside the fruit, grind them, and boil them with water—and lo, the coffee drink (kinda) as we (sorta) know it today was born.


Out of Africa (Literally This Time)


The next group to catch the coffee craze were the Arabs, which is no great surprise when you consider that Yemen is just a short trip over the sea from the Horn of Africa. More coffee plants were eventually planted there, and by the sixteenth century, the beans had spread throughout much of the Muslim world. At some point, these guys invented the “coffee house,” although blueberry scones and poetry slam nights would not appear until many centuries later.


The Turks took a particular liking to the drink, and after the Ottoman Empire took over Yemen in the 1500s, they were also able to wrest control of the region’s coffee plantations. They were more than happy to sell coffee beans to other countries, but wanted to keep a monopoly on the actual plants and seeds—a plan that worked until the early seventeenth century, when a wily Dutch merchant managed to smuggle a coffee plant out.


The Dutch subsequently started coffee plantations in their colonies in what are now Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and the southwestern coast of India.


Go West


Throughout the seventeenth century, European traders started to buy these magical beans—originally because they wanted a cut of the increasingly lucrative coffee market in Asia and the Middle East, but eventually bringing both the drink of coffee and the concept of the coffee house to the continent’s major cities.


As Europeans developed a taste for this new drink (or, let’s be honest, more likely its stimulating effects, because the quality of both the product and its preparation were pretty crappy at the time), some started moving away from the strong, black Turkish style. Instead, they prepared the brew to better suit their palates by filtering out the sediment and adding in milk. Most famously, one of Vienna’s first coffee houses, the Blue Bottle, started filtering out the gritty sediment and topping up coffee with milk as early as the 1680s. This smoother-tasting concoction is said to have helped win more people over to the new beverage. (The Austrians would then go on to popularize the idea of topping coffee with whipped cream, and we all know how that turned out . . .)


British colonists also brought the drink with them to American colonies in the seventeenth century, but we’ll return there later, because more interesting things were happening elsewhere on the continent.


Coffee Comes to the Americas


Buying up green beans in Asia and reselling them back home became a nice money-spinner for European traders, but naturally, some countries wanted to own the whole supply chain. So in the early eighteenth century, the French and British started creating coffee plantations in their colonies—mostly in the Caribbean. In order to man these operations, they did what they had already done with sugar plantations there.


The Portuguese in Brazil also wanted in on this new cash cow, so they pinched some coffee plant seeds from neighboring French Guiana in 1720s (see the “Studs of Coffee History” sidebar for all the sexy details) and started growing their own. Brazil would go on to become the largest coffee-producing country in the world—also on the back of slaves—and the plants eventually made their way to other South and Central American countries. But it wasn’t until the nineteenth century that these guys became the big names in coffee production.


Toward the end of the 1700s, what is now Haiti (then the French colony of Saint-Domingue) had become the biggest exporter of coffee in the world. But the slaves working those and other plantations there were living and laboring under such horrendous conditions (horrendous even by eighteenth-century slave standards horrendous), they revolted, destroying many of the plantations—not to mention their owners.


This left Ceylon (now Sri Lanka)—under the control of the British—as the new powerhouse. But in the mid-to-late 1800s, a disease called coffee leaf rust laid waste to those plantations, alongside those in India and Indonesia. (The Brits replaced most of their plantations with tea, which is part of the reason they are now a nation of tea drinkers, despite the early popularity of coffee there).


The Latin American countries, now free from their colonial overlords, were there to pick up the slack. (Not that this was necessarily a great blessing for all concerned—in many instances, native peoples were stripped of land, natural environments were destroyed, and plenty of workers were exploited or worse in pursuit of feeding the world’s growing appetite for coffee).




STUDS OF COFFEE HISTORY
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If all these tales of bean heists and espionage between empires sound thrilling and even a little bit sexy, that’s because they totally were (so long as you ignore the parts with the colonialism and the slavery and such). Romantic intrigue, swashbuckling, smuggling—the story of coffee is a regular bodice-ripper. With that in mind, meet two of its studliest rogues:


Gabriel Mathieu de Clieu was an eighteenth-century French naval officer stationed on the Caribbean island of Martinique. In the early 1720s, de Clieu decided it would be a grand idea to cultivate coffee on the island. He knew that King Louis XIV had recently been given a coffee plant by the Dutch, which he was keeping locked up in the royal botanical gardens, so while on leave to Paris, de Clieu set about trying to get his hands on it. According to possibly dubious legend (okay, probably dubious legend, but it’s a great story), he successfully talked a French noblewoman into using her feminine wiles to convince a royal physician with access to the gardens to swipe him some cuttings.


De Clieu created a little greenhouse for the plant, and kept it alive during a treacherous voyage that involved a massive storm, a pirate attack, and a jealous shipmate trying to sabotage his plan. But he made it to Martinique in 1723, where he successfully planted the cuttings and helped kick-start France’s prosperous coffee plantations in the Caribbean.


Fast-forward a few years. The Portuguese in Brazil were jealously eyeing the French and Dutch plantations—which had now spread down to their neighboring colonies in South America—but neither empire was willing to share. Then in 1727, French Guiana and Dutch Guiana got into a border dispute, and they asked Portugal to mediate. Enter Lt. Col. Francisco de Melo Palheta. This Brazilian Army officer was ostensibly dispatched to French Guiana to resolve the fight, but his real mission was to steal some of their coffee plants. So the story goes, Palheta did this by successfully seducing the wife of the colony’s governor. When he was bidding his hosts farewell, she presented him with a bouquet of flowers—with some coffee seeds hidden away inside.





Meanwhile, in Europe . . .


Back in the cultural hubs of eighteenth-century Europe, people were really digging on this new drink. Coffee houses, cafés, kaffeehäuser, and whatever they were called in Amsterdam were multiplying like wet Gremlins. And they weren’t just places to drink coffee—they were places to share ideas, see plays, do business, and have a bite to eat. Many of the earlier coffee houses had played up the exotic origins of the drink—à la the giant horse sculptures outside of every P.F. Chang’s. In London, some coffee houses displayed stuffed and even live animals like rhinos and elephants. In Paris, the drink became part of a broader craze for all things Turkish in the latter part of the seventeenth century, during which time stylish Parisians were all wearing turbans and robes. But eventually countries developed their own styles and coffee cultures that better reflected local sensibilities: Voltaire and Napoleon played chess at the Café de la Régence in Paris, Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift discussed literature at Button’s Coffeehouse in London, while Casanova went cruising for chicks at Caffè Florian in Venice.


Drinks also continued to move away from their sludgy pot-boiled provenance (though there was still plenty of that around). Milk, cream, chocolate, or even booze might be added (there is also one account of coffee being mixed with mustard in England, though most of the country spent half of the eighteenth century drunk, so who knows), and the basic idea of immersion brewing—pouring hot water over coffee grounds and leaving it to steep, as opposed to boiling the entire concoction together—gained traction.


In the nineteenth century, more sophisticated brewing devices started to appear in Europe, like the percolator, the siphon brewer, and the drip brewer.


I Want to Drink in America


Across the pond, it was a different scene. America got its first coffee house in the late seventeenth century, but, as good British colonists, folks here were more into drinking tea (and, okay, booze). That is until they decided to stop being such good British colonists and threw all that tea into Boston Harbor (you may have heard about it), and coffee suddenly didn’t look so bad after all. The growing Brazilian coffee industry meant Americans didn’t need those stinking British, anyway—they could get their own coffee, thank you very much. The Civil War also helped solidify the nation’s preference for the drink. Well, parts of the nation. Union soldiers got a ration of beans—usually green—which they could crudely roast, grind, and boil for themselves on the battlefield. The poorer Confederate soldiers weren’t so lucky (though, apparently, sometimes they were able to trade some for tobacco with their enemies).


The Yankees may have lagged behind countries like France and Germany when it came to brewing techniques, but they were no slouches when it came to roasting. As technology improved and more commercial roasting operations took off, many Americans stopped buying green beans and charring them at home in favor of pre-roasted coffee from the grocery store. By the late nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, this had become a serious industry, with names like Folgers, Chase & Sanborn, Arbuckle, Hills Bros., and Maxwell House already appearing on store shelves.


The Century Turns


By this time, Americans had started using pumping percolators, which didn’t make amazing coffee, but were certainly a step-up from the previous method of just boiling coffee grounds in water. Of course, back in continental Europe, the Italians had kicked off the century by inventing the espresso machine. The United States answered back by inventing instant coffee. Nice going, America. (Okay, in fairness, quite a few different people in different countries invented early forms of instant, but it was first made commercially successful by an American, then further popularized amongst U.S. troops in World War I).


Fast-forward to the Great Depression. On the downside, the world was mired with horrible economic woes; on the upside, coffee in America was sucking way less. Prohibition had already helped further the popularity of both coffee and the coffee house (I mean, what else were you going to drink?). Better-quality beans were flowing in from Latin America, which the increasingly dominant brand-name roasters were putting into premium labels and blends—though plenty of local grocery stores still sold freshly roasted beans. Vacuum packaging had caught on, allowing beans to be shipped farther and stay fresher. And the coffee market crashed alongside the financial markets, which resulted in low, low prices. Meanwhile, some consumers were finally starting to catch on to superior drip and siphon brewing methods.


But something else was brewing in Europe (or, rather, not brewing)—a little Swiss company you might have heard of called Nestlé was inventing a “better” way of making instant coffee. It dubbed the new product Nescafé, which hit the U.S. market in the late 1930s (where it was later renamed Nescafé Taster’s Choice). Oh yeah, and some pretty bad shit was brewing in Germany at the time, too.


When World War II broke out, U.S. forces marched off to war with this newfangled instant coffee in their rations. Things would get worse before they got better.


Further Reading




	
Uncommon Grounds: The History of Coffee and How It Transformed Our World by Mark Pendergrast is pretty much the gospel on coffee history. The book is especially good for learning about the political, economic, and social impact the coffee trade has had on many Latin American countries (spoiler: a bad one). But it’s not all heavy lifting—Pendergrast really brings the U.S. coffee market of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to life with his profiles of colorful American coffee barons and their almost comically unscrupulous marketing techniques.


	In 1922, William Ukers, the editor of the Tea & Coffee Trade Journal, penned a book called All about Coffee, which is now in the public domain and available online at the Project Gutenberg website. If you want to know what coffee nerds were like almost a century ago, Ukers is your man (he actually advocates for a lot of things today’s coffee nerds are still trying to popularize: fresh roasting, fresh grinding, manual drip brewing).
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TWO
Know Your Coffee Present


Phew! So that’s about five centuries out of the way. This brings us to the modern history of coffee in America, which is mercifully only about seventy years—roughly from the end of World War II to today.


Wave Hello


In 2003, a coffee industry professional by the name of Trish Rothgeb, who now co-owns San Francisco’s Wrecking Ball Coffee Roasters, published an article in which she introduced the idea of dividing this period of coffee up into three “waves” or movements. The notion took on a life of its own, and the idea of “first-wave,” “second-wave,” and especially “third-wave” coffee has become well entrenched both inside and outside of the industry.


Like I say, these are movements, not discrete time periods—second-wave and first-wave styles of coffee are still going strong today—but let’s look at them chronologically in the periods from which they were born.


First-Wave


When we left off last chapter, American coffee was in a pretty good place, but World War II had just broken out. Let’s skip that unpleasantness, and move on to after the war when American coffee got really shitty again. There are a few reasons why.


One is that all those GIs came back with a taste, or at least a tolerance, for instant coffee. Convenience foods were booming generally—and if you were dining on TV dinners and cake mix, why would you take the time to carefully prepare coffee? In the same vein, the coffee vending machine appeared, popularized by the creation of the “coffee break”—a concept basically invented by the coffee industry, by the way, much like the diamond industry invented diamond engagement rings and greeting card companies pretty much invented Secretary’s Day.


Meanwhile, the price of coffee beans was skyrocketing, thanks to inflation and plummeting supplies in Brazil. But consumers didn’t want to pay more. So the now totally dominant big coffee brands, which were increasingly being bought out by even bigger food conglomerates, started cutting their blends with the cheap and nasty robusta beans (see Chapter 3) they were also using to make instant coffee. And people were brewing these coffees really weak. Basically, the coffee tasted like crap, and a lot of Americans just stopped drinking it.


When coffee people say “first-wave,” this is generally what they’re talking about—the proliferation of instant coffee and low-quality, mass-produced brand-name beans. This is associated with the period from the end of WWII through the 1960s, but of course, mass-market and instant coffees still line grocery store shelves today.


FIRST SHOTS FIRED


Not everything in that period was dire though. In the late 1940s, an Italian gent by the name of Achilles Gaggia greatly improved upon the original espresso machine, coming up with a way to extract the coffee at a much higher pressure to create what we now consider to be a real “shot” of espresso. In the 1950s, these machines started showing up in Italian cafés in major U.S. cities—most notably New York and San Francisco, where they became popular with local beatniks and bohemians. Today, we would probably consider them hipsters appropriating immigrant culture and Gawker would have a field day mocking them, but back then, it was all cool, daddy-o.


The espresso craze, however, wouldn’t spread to mainstream America for several more decades, when a different type of Italian-style café took the country by storm. (Spoiler: it rhymes with “schtar schmucks.”)


Second-Wave


The second-wave of coffee is synonymous in many people’s minds with the rise of that green siren and the onslaught of whipped cream–topped peppermint mochas it wrought. But there is way more to the second-wave than that—Starbucks is just one chapter of the story.


GOOD COFFEE RETURNS


Our story really begins in the 1970s, when more small, independent, high-quality roasters started appearing again. Instead of cans of generic brand-name coffee that had been roasted and ground halfway across the country, some consumers discovered the delights of freshly roasted whole beans, hailing from distinct growing regions or combined deftly into good blends.


So wait, these roasters just showed up out of nowhere overnight? Not so much. There are probably a bunch of very good reasons they appeared when they did, but the simplest way to think of this new wave is within the general rise of the natural and gourmet food movements, especially once the ’80s hit. This is the era that crowned stores like Whole Foods and Dean & DeLuca. Yuppies had arrived and they didn’t want to eat Wonder Bread anymore—they wanted focaccia.


These folks didn’t call themselves or their coffee “second-wave,” of course, because the idea didn’t exist yet. Instead, they adopted the name “specialty coffee,” a term first coined by a coffee importer named Erna Knutsen in 1974, and later adopted by the Specialty Coffee Association of America in 1982. “Specialty coffee” is sometimes used to describe the movement itself, but it’s technically a specific grade of beans—those that score at least eighty on the SCAA’s 100-point rating system.
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