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INTRODUCTION
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How many times have you heard someone say, “I’d like a nice, hot cup of coffee!”? (I know, I know, it really should be a nice cup of hot coffee, but nobody ever says that!) In our family, it was my mom, Alice, who was forever on the quest, not for a nice cup of hot coffee but for the perfectly made latte. For years, she was obsessive, going from coffee shop to coffeehouse to bistro to trattoria scouting out that elusive cup. She’d order, sip, grimace, and move on. Mom’s infatuation became a family joke, but we were so often on the trail together that her passion lured the rest of us deep into latte-land. We all joined in the chase for the perfect cup.

What had been our in-house gag turned into a serious venture when I found myself (joyfully) unemployed and thinking about changing careers. I had always been fascinated with food and the world of hospitality, but I had no interest in cooking or opening a restaurant. Besides, New York City, my home, had an excess of world-renowned dining and drinking establishments, and frankly, I didn’t think that I knew enough about the restaurant business to make an impact in this mecca of all things culinary. But, interestingly, back in 2002 New York City didn’t have one great coffee bar, a place where people could socialize, ponder, read, advocate for change, or just sit back and relax, all the while enjoying a matchless “cuppa joe.” So, coffee moved to the top of my career-change list, and along with my sister, Gabrielle, and my parents, Alice and Richard, the hunt for the perfectly made latte became a search for a perfect coffee bar of our own.
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Unfortunately, none of us knew much about how to accomplish our dream bar. We knew little about the when, where, and how of great coffee, except that we seemed inherently to know it when we tasted it. We did know a bit about real estate and had a clear idea about the kind of location and coffee bar we wanted. It was Gabrielle who made the first connection to the long line of serendipitous links that created our first joe.
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Apprenticing as an opera singer at the Tanglewood Music Center in the Berkshire Hills of Massachusetts, Gabby discovered the elusive cup at Lenox Coffee, owned by a partner at Barrington Coffee Roasting Company in Great Barrington. Not only did she find great coffee, but she also discovered the Barrington owners, Barth Anderson and Gregg Charbonneau. They stood right on the cutting edge of the third wave of coffee, using select beans and roasting them in-house. At Gabby’s urging, we made the trip to the Berkshires, not to hear her sing, but to sip, sip, sip. Barth and Gregg became our mentors, introducing us to some of the history of coffee, the necessities of a great cup, and the people who would help us bring our own style of coffee bar to blasé New Yorkers. In fact, they led us to Amanda Byron, our first employee, who had worked at their roastery. Amanda is still with us and has gone on to become vice president of our all of the joe stores.
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We chose Greenwich Village for our first location, mainly because of its coffeehouse history. The area had traditionally been the landmark for bohemian life in America, with new ideas, political movements, and artistic chaos emanating from its cafés, homes, and streets. Historically, the Village had been the home of writers, artists, and thinkers who gathered in the many dark, smoky coffeehouses that were the signature watering holes of the area from the early 1900s through the 1960s. Not only did art and culture thrive in the liberal atmosphere of the neighborhood coffee  café, but in the late 1950s, the off-Broadway theater was born at Caffè Cino, one of the most enlightened coffeehouses of the era. Although bohemian life in the Village has given way to expensive real estate, the coffeehouse culture has prevailed, and we could think of no other area of the city in which a new style coffee bar could thrive.
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In 2003, we opened our “utopian” coffee bar at the intersection of Waverly Place and Gay Street, a magical corner on a street bathed in the light of an esteemed past. In the 1800s Gay Street was home to many of the African-American servants who were employed by the rich and famous Washington Square families well documented by Edith Wharton and Henry James. In the early 1900s, artists and writers were attracted to its inexpensive rents and charming meandering cobblestones. The charm had lasted, and we felt that this unique area would welcome a return to its coffeehouse past with a new twist—an incomparable cup of coffee made with concerns for contemporary political, social, and environmental health. A visionary dream, perhaps, but one we felt we could realize.
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The world of artisanal coffee had long been established in the western United States with Seattle (including Starbucks, which set the international trend), Portland, and San Francisco the leading lights in the development of the interaction between farmer, importer, roaster, coffee bar, and customer. In an attempt to catch up with the West, we hired the few trained coffee mavens we could find, purchased the best equipment available, used beans from Barrington Coffee Roasting Company, tested cup upon cup, and read as many books as were available on the subject of coffee. Unlike many other “coffeehouses,” we set out to do one thing well—create a focused coffee bar, treating coffee as a serious culinary art.
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Although we had defined the product we wanted to sell, we had absolutely no idea how the availability of great coffee would quickly and drastically move forward. The changing social awareness at the start of the twenty-first century brought a new mission to the coffee market. Fair Trade commerce led to Direct Trade (see page 13); the skill of a trained barista became a marketable quality, and a desirable career was born for many focused young people; the knowledge and sophistication of coffee drinkers grew exponentially; and with all of this, the demand for the perfect cup of coffee grew faster than we could have imagined when we brought our idea to realization.
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When joe opened in 2003, there were just a few trained baristas working in New York City, and most consumers demanded nothing more than a hot beverage served in the ubiquitous paper cup covered with traditional Greek Anthora design. Much has changed in the world of artisanal coffee in the brief period that has passed since then. The coffee “scene” has switched to New York, with some of the western coffee bars, such as San Francisco’s Blue Bottle Coffee, gaining a foothold in the city along with quite a number of New York originals, like Café Grumpy and Gimme! Coffee, setting the pace. And, with the recent news that a major investment firm has purchased a controlling interest in Stumptown, one of New York’s premier specialty coffee bars, the tide has turned from entrepreneurial excitement to big business. This makes it ever more important for us, at joe, to stay ahead of the coffee curve, keeping our goals and focus the same as always. We like to think that we are, as we keep the spotlight on ethically grown and processed beans, beginning a program to connect our employees with coffee farmers, sponsor a training center for baristas, compost and recycle most of the waste in our stores, advocate for social equity, lead classes open to the public to develop an understanding of the soul of a great cup of coffee, and even organize our own noncompetitive but fun joe running team. And with this, joe has expanded to a group of coffee bars in New York City with loyal consumers constantly asking us to bring the joe experience to their little corner of the city.
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In a short period of time, we have seen coffee go from its first wave, when it was viewed simply as a commodity to be processed and canned for supermarket distribution to the second wave, initiated in Berkeley, California, in the late 1960s by Alfred Peet at Peet’s Coffee and Tea, with its focus on roasting and serving a number of varietals and signature coffees (and teas). Peet’s inspired the founding and growth of Seattle-based Starbucks, which made coffee awareness a national and an international phenomenon with the spotlight on espresso drinks and single origin coffees. This enormous expansion brought about the current movement, or third wave, whereby the focal point is on viewing coffee as an artisanal foodstuff, like wine. This entails the production of premium coffees on carefully managed farms, the selection and roasting of the beans by skilled artisans, and the creation of signature blends and specialty coffees by trained baristas using the most proficient equipment.
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Although making great coffee has been and will remain the focus at joe, as a family-run business, it is important to all of us that we are ethical and involved in the community—both the international coffee community and our immediate neighborhood—and that each of our stores is a nurturing environment for our employees and our customers. We try to operate our coffee world much as we run our personal lives, and as such, we have found that we are happy to come to work, our baristas thrive, and our customers get the ultimate coffee experience in welcome and warmth. We like to say that joe hospitality has to match the quality of joe coffee. We hope that you will drop in and experience a little of both.
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When we began our quest for the finest cup of coffee that we could produce, we had no idea that we would need to immerse ourselves in the story of coffee—the history, agriculture, and politics of its growth. But, to understand the core of the cup, we found that we did need to have a basic comprehension of the where and why of the bean—particularly since we wanted to tie the product we would be selling to our social consciousness.

As a major agricultural export for many impoverished (and now developing) countries, coffee has historically been traded on the backs of the poor and disenfranchised. Colonial powers blossomed through the enslavement of native workers throughout Indonesia, Africa, and Latin America. Coffee has not had a pretty history. So, although this history has created the future, our interest is in the more recent fair and equitable turn that specialty coffee trading has taken.
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Like many foods with a long history, coffee comes with varied and somewhat questionable tales of its origin and many myths associated with its global reach. However, one fact seems clear: coffee is indigenous to Ethiopia. It is believed that its name comes, in part, from the particular area of the country, Kaffa, where it is native as well as from kafa, the Ethiopian word for it. The most oft-told tale is that its energizing effects were first discovered in the mid-800s by an Ethiopian goatherd named Kaldi, who noticed that after eating the berries from local trees his goats danced and caroused in a lively fashion. He joined them in the feast and quickly found that he, too, could mimic their enthusiastic partying. Nearby monks took to the habit and turned the berries into a drink that helped them concentrate on their religious studies. With this mythical beginning coffee began its travels around  the world—first as a drink used in religious practices, then through broad medicinal use, and finally as a social drink firmly established throughout the Middle East.

[image: art]

Coffee consumption and culture were an integral part of daily life in Ethiopia long before its adaptation by other cultures. It wasn’t until the 1600s that coffee began its move from the Muslim world and took its place in European societies as coffeehouses opened across the continent and the United Kingdom. Unlike almost everything else in “polite” society, coffeehouses were open to all classes of people, and this affected their acceptance as well as their prohibition. The energizing effect of the drink only heightened vigorous political and social intercourse, which, in turn, was often the seed of social unrest. So, while the ordinary man enjoyed the freedoms generated by the sociability of the drinking house, authorities frequently found coffeehouses to be the setting for seditious behavior and used various tactics to suppress them. However, over generations, coffee drinking and coffeehouses became so firmly entrenched throughout the world that, despite taxation, prohibition, royal decree, abolishment, and censorship, they persevered as the meeting place of choice for the general population. And, today, we are seeing select specialty coffee bars as both the meeting place and the magnet for socially conscious activists.
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