

[image: Cover: A Field Guide to Tequila: What It Is, Where It’s From, and How to Taste It]



[image: Image]



[image: Image]
Dedicated to the people of Jalisco and to the beloved memories of Tomás Estes, José Luís González Partida, Javier Delgado Corona, and Berta Torres Mireles

[image: Image]



Contents


	Cover

	Title

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Contents

	Preface

	Introduction

	Chapter 1: Defining Tequila

	Chapter 2: Making Tequila

	Chapter 3: Personifying Tequila

	Chapter 4: Experiencing Tequila

	Afterword: Sustaining Tequila

	Glossary

	Selected Bibliography

	Resources

	Acknowledgments

	Index

	About the Author





Navigation


	Cover

	Start of Frontmatter

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Contents

	Preface

	Start of Content

	Chapter 1: Defining Tequila

	Afterword: Sustaining Tequila

	Start of Backmatter

	Selected Bibliography

	Resources

	Acknowledgments

	Index

	About the Author





Page List


	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248






[image: Image]


Preface


I know some of my best friends thanks to tequila. The spirit has provided me with a meaningful and rewarding career. It has facilitated my acceptance into worlds far beyond the one I was born into. I’m recognized as a passionate advocate for tequila as one of the world’s finest spirits, a drink that represents more than four centuries of Mexican cultural legacy. I am deeply grateful to tequila. But it wasn’t always like this.

Like many people, I got off on the wrong foot with tequila. My youthful ignorance, inexperience, and exuberance led to overindulgence and a vow to steer clear of Mexico’s national drink forever. It’s a common story, and one that may have ended there had I not gone to a dear friend’s wedding in Texas en route to moving to Mexico to teach high school in 2006.

I first politely declined a glass of tequila, alluding to my past experiences. My friend’s brother kindly but firmly reminded me that I was in San Antonio, at a Mexican American wedding, and I was also about to move to Mexico. Given the circumstances, there was no way I was going to refuse to enjoy tequila with them—caray! I yielded, of course. That night I discovered that good tequila treats the drinker with exactly as much respect as it is given and that there’s just something about a tequila buzz that seems brighter and happier than other experiences. After a weekend of responsibly imbibing quality tequila in the company of friends old and new, I settled in Mexico with a fresh curiosity about the spirit.

I now appreciated tequila’s traditional role of cementing social bonds and marking momentous life occasions. With a new attitude of reverence, I began to slowly build a small tequila collection. I wondered how some of it could be so delicious and some of it so terrible. I started searching for answers in the public library, where I read every Spanish-language text on tequila I could find, and in an online tequila forum, where I found a community of aficionados who were eager to help me learn.

Nearly a year later, I knew more about tequila than most people, but it was all abstract knowledge. It was hard for me to imagine what tequila production was like in real life—especially the stuff about agaves. This bizarre-looking plant that took years to grow and was sacrificed to make tequila seemed like something out of a science fiction novel. I had to go and see it for myself.

The town of Tequila, with its epic volcano and expansive blue agave fields, was unlike any place I had ever been. It captivated me, and the local people were friendly and receptive to my barrage of questions about how tequila was made and how it fit into their lives. I began to form friendships in Tequila that have lasted to this day. I was moved by my experience, and I wanted my old friends to meet my new friends in Tequila. In fact, I wanted to share this experience with anyone who was curious about where tequila came from. I was still young and impulsive enough that I decided to start a tour company that would bring people to Jalisco for an immersive experience in tequila culture, much like the one I had enjoyed myself. I had zero business experience and no real idea of what I was doing, but I had the energy and zeal of a new convert. And the people of Tequila were kind, generous with their time, and proud to share their way of life with the small groups I began bringing down in 2009.

To become a better guide, I undertook a serious study of all aspects of tequila from the ground up. I spent days in the fields with farmers, laborers, and botanists, in distilleries with tequileros, workers, and engineers, in laboratories with chemists, and in tasting rooms, bars, and cantinas with anyone with a story to tell. Since I first set foot in Mexico in 1995, I had learned again and again that an outsider’s sincere and respectful interest in the culture means a lot to people. Even so, I was routinely humbled by the time, insight, and sincerity offered to me by everyone: old-timers on the plaza, bottling-line workers, anxious first-time agave growers, and the industry’s brightest stars.

Those folks taught me a lot about tequila. My tour business started doing well enough that I could quit my job and make tequila my full-time gig. Soon, I was leading tours in Jalisco nine months of the year and spending summers hosting tastings, judging competitions, and speaking at tequila festivals. I eventually began consulting and training tequila bar workforces throughout the United States. I continued to learn as I taught, seeking out maestros throughout the industry and in academia, earning various certifications and continuing to read absolutely everything tequila-related that I could get my hands on.

My clients have been hard-core aficionados, tequila-skeptical vacationers, business owners, bartenders, trade associations, journalists, and even a Canadian bank. A common question everyone asks me is, “Can you recommend a good tequila book?” I’ve read them all, but most of the best sources are available only in Spanish. There are excellent academic books written in English, but they are not entirely accessible nor are they exactly what people are looking for. A few of my favorite books are classics, but they are years out of date and many are out of print. Tequila has grown and evolved quite a lot even in the short amount of time I have known it, and a lot of the information out there is incorrect, incomplete, biased, or hard to find. My best recommendation has been to amass a collection of a dozen or more books and to focus on the strongest parts of each one to gain a better understanding of tequila. But there is no single book that I can hand to someone and say, “Start here.”

You can see where this is going. At some point, I realized that no one else was going to write that book, and that I was well suited to do it.

I had a pile of notebooks going back to my very first trip to Tequila and extensive contacts throughout the region that I could tap for insight, perspective, and fact-checking. As a tour guide and researcher without financial ties to any tequila brand, I had enjoyed years of access to any tequila distillery I had cared to visit. So, my perspective on tequila is broader, deeper, and possibly even more objective than most.

While I’ve managed to become fairly erudite when it comes to tequila, I’m no snob, and it has always been my goal to teach by demystifying and speaking as plainly as possible. That has also been my goal in writing this book. A Field Guide to Tequila contains an awful lot of information about tequila—historical, legal, technical, and gustatory. I think you will find most of your questions about tequila answered in its pages. What you won’t find is judgment about your personal relationship with tequila. We all start somewhere, and no one starting point is better than any other. My own tequila journey would never have begun were it not for the camaraderie of my hosts at that wedding and the open-mindedness of my friends in Jalisco. I wrote this book in that spirit of sharing.

Whether you’re a pinkies-up, slow-sipping aficionado, a happy-hour margarita imbiber, a shots-on-the-beach type, or merely tequila-curious, this book should add to, enhance, and deepen whatever relationship you currently have with tequila. I hope it will bring you even a fraction of the enjoyment that tequila has brought into my own life.
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Introduction


These days, it seems like everyone drinks tequila; or at least, most people drink tequila, and everyone has an opinion about it. Some swear tequila is healthy and that the good stuff can’t cause hangovers. Others are still telling that one story about when they overdid it on spring break and swore off tequila for good. Passionate bartenders enthuse about craft, quality, and tradition, while sun-wizened snowbird retirees bemoan how expensive tequila has become.

One thing is certain: At no point in history have more people been drinking tequila. In 2021, amid a pandemic, an unprecedented 527 million liters (139 million gallons) of tequila were produced. Consumers, primarily in the United States and Mexico, sipped and mixed it all up to the tune of more than $8 billion. A 2022 beverage industry report projected that tequila (along with the tiny mezcal category) would overtake American whiskey sales in the United States that same year and would surpass vodka by 2023. Tequila is more popular than it has ever been, and it appears that its popularity will only increase.

But tequila enthusiasts outside of Mexico still know surprisingly little about the beverage: where it’s from, how it’s made, and why flavor profiles within the tequila category vary so widely. And few are aware that the industry’s very success has created conditions that threaten its sustainability.

The agave plant’s peculiar life cycle, Mexico’s rugged geography and turbulent history, and enduring apprehensions about tequila have all contributed to the spirit’s dramatic biography. The ups, downs, and zigzags of tequila’s history are a fascinating part of how it became what it is today.

About 400 years ago, a distilling tradition was born in the Tequila-Amatitán Valley, in what is now western Mexico. This distillation of local wild agave plants was one of several regional mezcal traditions to crop up in the early seventeenth century. Eventually, rural landowners appropriated this collective Indigenous craft as a source of private wealth. Those hacendados would become some of independent Mexico’s first capitalists, and with the advent of the railroad and glass bottles, “tequila” began to distinguish itself as a commodity apart from other mezcals approximately 150 years ago. But in the lean years between the Mexican Revolution (1910–1921) and the Second World War, tequila nearly vanished, only to begin a slow but steady recovery in the second half of the twentieth century.

It’s difficult to truly comprehend how small the industry had become in the middle part of the twentieth century. In 1972, for example, there were only about thirty active tequila distilleries (compared to around 140 in 2023).

US demand for tequila and tequila cocktails in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s created a steadily increasing boom that made tequila one of a few truly global spirits. While the English-speaking world has come a long way from eye-rolling puns (“te-kill-ya”) and references to “cactus juice,” sophistication in consumption has far outpaced depth of understanding of tequila.

A Field Guide to Tequila is an attempt to change that. It’s for anyone who is at all interested in tequila: what it is, where it is from, how it is made, how to select and taste it, how to continue learning more about it, and how to be a more ethical tequila consumer. This book was designed to educate and engage readers who know nothing about tequila, to serve as a reference for seasoned connoisseurs, and to enhance the knowledge of everyone in between.
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Defining tequila

What It Is and Where It’s From



What Is Tequila?


Tequila is a Mexican liquor distilled from the fermented juice of the cooked blue agave plant. Most Mexican agave spirits are known as mezcales, and tequila was born as a regional mezcal called “vino mezcal de Tequila.” In the early days of Spanish colonization (beginning in 1519), the word “vino”—“wine”—was used to refer to any alcoholic beverage, including distilled spirits. This is still the case today in some parts of Mexico. The word “mezcal” referred to the agave plant itself and still does in certain Mexican rural areas. A distilled “wine from the mezcal plant,” what we would now call a mezcal, was being produced in the Tequila-Amatitán Valley by 1640. As the region’s mezcal production grew into an industry and garnered wider recognition, the spirit came to be known simply as “tequila.”

The word “mezcal” comes from the words for “cooked agave” in the indigenous Nahuatl language, and it became the colloquial name for all Mexican agave spirits. “Tequila” is the Hispanicized rendering of tequitlan, meaning “place of work” or “place of tribute.” This was the name of the now-dormant volcano that dominates the landscape of the Tequila Valley. For centuries before the Spanish invasion, local inhabitants collected obsidian from around the volcano and worked it into tools, weapons, and adornments. The volcano’s name would eventually be taken on by the village at its foot, the entire valley, and the beverage that made the region famous.

These days, tequila is defined by specific laws and regulations. These rules prescribe the “where,” “what,” and “how” of tequila. A beverage that does not check off all three boxes cannot be sold as tequila. More formally, we can say that tequila is a distilled spirit made from a single varietal of agave (“the what”), in specific parts of Mexico (“the where”), according to rules established by the Mexican government, as interpreted and enforced by the Tequila Regulatory Council (“the how”).

[image: Image]
Fernando González, owner of Tequila Siete Leguas (page 146), collects a sample during distillation.



Tequila History


From the Spanish Conquest to Early Exports

1519 The Spanish invasion begins. Fermented alcoholic beverages have long been consumed throughout Mesoamerica. While there is no widespread Indigenous distillation, it is possible that a few communities are already distilling spirits.

1530 The Spanish conquer what is now the municipality of Tequila, and Guadalajara is established twelve years later. Colonial authorities officially prohibit Indigenous alcohol consumption, seeing it as an impediment to religious conversion and labor productivity.

1560s TO 1616 The Spanish open a trade route between their Asian and American colonies, bringing ships laden with Filipino migrants, servants, and goods into Nueva Galicia (which includes the modern-day state of Jalisco). Filipinos introduce wooden stills, which they use to turn fermented coco palm sap into a spirit called vino de cocos. After 1616, this Asian distilling tradition is adopted by Indigenous and rural communities throughout Nueva Galicia.

1620s TO 1640s Distillation of cooked agave begins in the Valley of Tequila. The Indigenous community in the Tecuane canyon (now within the municipality of Amatitán) harvests wild mezcal (agave), cooks it underground, ferments it in stone pits, and likely distills it with wood and copper “Filipino-style” stills. This spirit becomes known as vino mezcal.

1637 TO 1700s In an effort to protect the profits of winemakers, the Spanish introduce various prohibitions on alcohol production. These regulations are short-lived as they are difficult to enforce and reduce tax revenue for the Crown. Taxes on vino mezcal will eventually fund construction of the port of San Blas, and both Guadalajara’s municipal water system and its iconic Palacio de Gobierno.

1795 King Carlos II grants José María Guadalupe de Cuervo y Montaño permission to produce vino mezcal commercially, although Cuervo has been distilling since 1758. There are already a handful of landowners producing vino mezcal on their haciendas, as well as small producers operating ad hoc stills in the canyons, staying one step ahead of the tax collector.

1810 TO 1860s Tequila production is severely disrupted by Mexico’s War of Independence (1810–1821). The war increases tequila demand and closes the port of Acapulco, temporarily making San Blas (much closer to the Tequila Valley) Mexico’s most important Pacific port. This facilitates the development of an export market for vino mezcal de Tequila. By the middle of the nineteenth century, writers begin referring to the regional mezcal as simply “tequila.” But the “mezcal de” prefix will remain on labels for another century.


Agaves and Humans


A Love Story

Agaves are kind of a big deal. Actually, they are a really big deal. The agave’s importance to the development of Mesoamerican civilization is arguably without equal in the plant world. This group of succulents had evolved for approximately 14 million years before humans arrived in America, perfectly adapting to harsh, dry conditions. When the Spanish invaded Mexico in 1519, Indigenous people had been using agaves for food, shelter, and clothing for more than 10,000 years. Not surprisingly, they revered the plant as sacred. The Spanish immediately realized the agave’s cultural and material importance, calling it “the tree of wonders.” When agaves arrived in Europe as exotic samples of New World flora, they quickly became trendy additions to private and public gardens throughout the continent. European naturalists studiously sketched, measured, and classified agaves, which they erroneously associated with African aloes. In 1753, when Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus devised the taxonomic system used to classify all living things, he personally christened these succulent American plants “agave,” from the ancient Greek for “noble” or “admirable.” It is clear why agaves were important to Indigenous Mexicans, but why were outsiders so immediately drawn to and fascinated by these plants?

For one thing, it was impossible to ignore the agave’s uniquely imposing physical appearance. Its swordlike pencas, or leaves, jut into the sky, are bordered by thorns, and come to a point in fang-like spines that can pierce thick clothing and leather boots. They seem to grow everywhere in Mexico, from arid deserts to pine forests, taking over valley floors and clinging desperately to rocky cliffsides. When in bloom, they are like nothing else on the planet. In Mexico’s diverse and challenging geography, agaves are an obvious symbol of survival in the face of adversity.

These survivors helped human beings weather the same harsh environments, and an evolutionary symbiosis between agaves and Homo sapiens developed. As a primary source of caloric energy and nutrients, agaves facilitated human migration and settlement throughout Mexico. Cooked and split into small pieces, agave could be carried as sustenance on long journeys. On those same journeys, living agaves could be tapped for their nutritious sap when there was no fresh water. That sap contains protein and vitamins that are crucial for human survival. Fibrous agave species were eventually turned into clothing, shoes, and bandages. Entire homes were made from different agave parts: the long woody flower stalks served as lumber for walls and roofs, which were thatched with agave leaves and held together by agave-fiber rope. The sap of various agave species was used to make soap, medicines, vinegar, and, eventually, the fermented alcoholic beverage pulque (see The Goddess Mayahuel and Pulque, page 24). When agaves died and dried out, they were used as fuel for warmth and cooking. In the Aztec Empire, the agave’s spines were used for ritual piercings and to torture captured enemies.

The agave’s many uses inspired migratory communities to transport the plant with them, which increased its natural range even more, as they selected certain species for food and drink, others for fiber and building materials, others for soap, medicine, and so on. In this way, humans and agaves evolved together for thousands of years.

Europeans were astounded not only by the agave’s unique physical characteristics and usefulness, but also by the plant’s facility for reproduction. Centuries later, our scientific understanding of agaves has done nothing to diminish the plants’ grandeur. The agave’s life cycle is a chain of dramatic and breathtaking events. Growing agaves clone themselves dozens of times, while living off sunlight, minerals in the soil, and sparse annual rainfall. After a few years of aggressively hoarding solar energy in the form of complex carbohydrate chains, they propel all of that energy and matter upward in the form of a spectacular flower stalk. Once they’ve exhausted all their stored energy in this Herculean reproductive effort, they die heroically, enriching the soil that will give rise to a new generation of agave.


The Goddess Mayahuel and Pulque

[image: Image]
Painting of the goddess Mayahuel, dated from sometime between 1529 and 1553. Source: The Book of the Life of the Ancient Mexicans (Codex Magliabechiano).



The genus of agaves provided for many basic needs of Mesoamerican peoples. Among its uses, several large agave species were tapped to extract their nutritious sap, which was consumed fresh as aguamiel (“honey-water”) or fermented into pulque.

Pulque is often mistakenly believed to be a precursor of tequila, but they are distinct traditions. Pulque is made from various agave species in many parts of Mexico. The central highlands encompassing the states of Mexico, Puebla, Tlaxcala, and Hidalgo are the epicenter of pulque production.

To make tequila, agave must be cooked to produce fermentable sugar. Pulque, however, is fermented from the raw sap of living agaves. Slow bacterial fermentation turns the agave’s sweet aguamiel into somewhat milky pulque, which contains a plethora of nutrients and has an alcohol by volume (ABV) of between 4% and 5%.

[image: Image]
Statue of the modernized Mayahuel in Tequila, Jalisco.


Aztec priests used pulque for ritual purposes, and harshly punished drunkenness among commoners. Agave was eventually deified as the goddess Mayahuel. In myth, Mayahuel eloped with the powerful god Quetzalcoatl and was turned into an agave as punishment. As a fertility goddess, Mayahuel was well represented on earth by the prolific agaves, which produce phallic quiotes (flower stalks), millions of seeds, and scores of hijuelos (clones). Mayahuel’s 400 breasts produced pulque to nurse her 400 rabbit children. These rabbit children represented the 400 types, or levels, of inebriation.

Mayahuel is far older than distillation and tequila. But the enterprising Francisco Javier Sauza (see page 140) would successfully appropriate her as a “tequila goddess” in the 1960s. The fierce, Indigenous, centenary-breasted deity wasn’t exactly on-brand for Sauza, who was determined to make tequila acceptable to skeptical gringos. So, in Sauza’s marketing materials, he turned her into a demure European-featured beauty, modeled after Sophia Loren!


[image: Image]
Blue agaves grow among wildflowers in the Tequila Valley.



Basic Agave Biology


Agaves are a genus of succulent plants that grow in arid and semi-arid environments. There are more than 200 species of agave, and around 70% are endemic to Mexico.

Agaves are not cacti. In fact, they are more closely related to lilies and onions. Nevertheless, parallel evolution in the same extreme environments resulted in shared adaptive strategies. Agaves and cacti are both succulents: They hoard water beneath a tough, waxy skin. Both rely on long, sharp thorns and spines to deter would-be animal predators. Most importantly, both have evolved what is called “CAM metabolism,” meaning that they open their pores to “breathe” only at night.

In temperate zones, plants open their pores, or stomata, during the day, exchanging oxygen for carbon dioxide. They simultaneously absorb solar energy, which fuels growth by converting CO2 and water into carbohydrates. In a desert, this kind of daytime respiration would completely dehydrate a plant. Instead, agaves act as a solar-powered battery during the day, storing energy until night, when they open their stomata and “breathe.” It seems appropriate that the plants that fuel so many late-night human revelries are themselves most active in the small hours.


Agave Reproduction

Agaves are survivors and profligate reproducers. Like all organisms, they are “programmed” by nature to pass along as much of their genetic material as possible to future generations. Agaves’ success in the natural selection game is in large part due to their adaptability and multiple methods of reproduction. Agaves as a genus can naturally reproduce in at least three different ways: by rhizome, sexually, and by bulbil.

Asexual Reproduction by Rhizome

Many species of agave will produce clones early in their life cycle. The adult plant generates underground rhizomes or “runners” that emerge nearby as baby agaves, which are called “hijuelos” and are exact genetic copies of the parent plant. While it’s common to refer to the hijuelo-producing agave as the “mother plant,” we now know that the blue agave is hermaphroditic: Every plant has both male and female sex chromosomes.

[image: Image]

Sexual Reproduction

Left to its own devices, a healthy agave will produce a quiote, or flower stalk, as it nears the end of its life cycle. All the energy the agave has absorbed from the sun and hoarded in the form of carbohydrates produces the quiote in a dramatic burst of growth—about an inch a day! The quiote produces flowers, which attract pollinators such as bats, which distribute pollen among agave flowers as they feed on the nectar. Pollinated flowers will produce seeds, which can then grow into new agaves under the right circumstances.

[image: Image]

Asexual Reproduction by Bulbil

If the flower buds on a quiote are damaged or stressed, bulbils (bulbillos) may emerge in their place. Bulbillos look like tinier versions of hijuelos and are also genetic copies of the parent plant.

[image: Image]


Vegetative Cloning

These days, a few large agave growers take cuttings from agaves and grow new plants in vitro. These lab-grown baby agaves are guaranteed to be free of pests and are nurtured in greenhouses before being planted in the field.




Blue Agave


What Tequila Is Made Of

If we imagine all Mexican agave spirits as a super-category analogous to wine, tequila is something like a Napa Valley cabernet, made in a particular region from a single varietal of agave. Tequila’s primary raw material is the Agave tequilana Weber, blue variety, commonly shortened to “blue agave.” But this wasn’t always the case. For nearly two centuries, what we now call tequila was made from a mix of up to nine agave varietals native to the Tequila Valley. The blue agave emerged among them as the most resistant to a disastrous fungal blight in the late nineteenth century.

Blue agave is endemic to Jalisco, matures in as few as five years (relatively fast compared to other agaves), and contains a large amount of potentially fermentable sugar. Its natural potential as an efficient sugar source was long ago noticed and exploited by humans, who for thousands of years have selected the fastest-growing, sweetest agaves.

By the early twentieth century, blue agave was predominant in tequila production, but six other varietals were still used: chato, bermejo, sigüin, manolarga, zopilote, and pata de mula. The first law defining tequila, in 1949, specifically mentioned the blue agave but also permitted the use of other agaves “of the same genus” grown in Jalisco (see Tequila History, page 36, and The Denominación de Origen Tequila, page 38).

As tequila continued to industrialize and expand into ever-wider markets, large tequila producers decided to limit agave cultivation to the quickest and highest-yield of the varietals—the blue agave. Limiting their crops to this single type allowed farmers to harvest entire fields at once and tequila makers to make more accurate predictions about how much tequila a ton of agave would yield. The 1964 revision to the tequila law restricted production to blue agave alone.

[image: Image]
The characteristic red soil of the Los Altos region where blue agaves are grown.



Blue Agave Reproduction and Seeking the Perfect Plant


A healthy blue agave will produce its first “litter” of hijuelos in its second year of life. Most agaveros believe that the first- and second-generation hijuelos are superior to those that come later. Hijuelos de primera and de segunda nearly always find a home. Except in years of shortage, hijuelos of the third generation and beyond generally become compost.

Growers also prefer larger hijuelos and classify their size in reference to common fruits: piña (pineapple), toronja (grapefruit), naranja (orange), and limón (lime). When hijuelos are harvested, their thorny leaves are pruned to turn them into convenient “handles,” their roots are lopped off, and their freshly shorn bottom end will be exposed to the sun to dry them out. Best practices also dictate dipping them in a sterilizing fluid to avoid transporting pests from one field to another.

[image: Image]
Field workers prepare to plant a new crop of blue agave in the Tequila Valley.


From a farming and tequila-producing perspective, it’s easy to see the advantages of cloning. After just two years, farmers can select hijuelos from their best plants, knowing that they have all the positive qualities of the previous generation. With enough land, this allows them to plant each year and to have an annual crop of agave for tequila. Allowing blue agave to flower, become pollinated, and produce seeds would add about two years to the life cycle of each plant, increasing it from a range of five to eight years to a span of seven to ten.

From a tequila-making perspective, allowing the agaves’ energy to be used to produce a quiote is a waste of potential booze. So, shortly after the quiote begins to emerge from the heart of the agave, it will be cut off—capado, or “castrated.” This pruning traps the energy destined for the quiote in the piña. (Harvested quiotes are often cooked, sliced, and eaten as snacks, or milled and made into special tortillas.)

Taking a broader point of view, though, there is a downside to relying on cloning and disallowing sexual reproduction. Cloned agaves will have all the genetic strengths—and weaknesses—of the plant that produced them. On the plus side, this means they grow fast and will produce a lot of tequila. On the downside, cloning stops evolution in its tracks. The agave’s natural predators—weevils, fungi, and bacteria— continue to evolve. The agave’s weaknesses and susceptibilities are copied and passed down from generation to generation (see Blue Agave Monoculture, page 227). Cutting all the quiotes also removes a food source for the Mexican long-nosed bat. For both reasons, a few producers have begun allowing a small percentage of their agaves to produce quiotes and go to seed to facilitate eventual genetic crosses and to support a healthy population of pollinator bats.


[image: Image] Is Tequila Bad for Bats? [image: Image]

Tequila and bats have a surprising relationship that has ecologists and tequila aficionados wondering what they can do to protect the furry nocturnal creatures.

In the wild, flowering agaves rely on insects, birds, and other creatures to facilitate sexual reproduction by carrying pollen from one flower to another. The resulting seeds carry genetic crosses that allow the agave to adapt and evolve. In the case of the Agave tequilana, the Mexican long-nosed bat is the primary pollinator. The bats use their long, nimble tongues to extract nectar from agave flowers high in the air, and their fur gets covered in pollen in the process. As they feed on plant after plant, they spread pollen, producing seeds containing new genetic combinations.

The symbiosis between flowering plants and pollinators is a neat trick of nature. One is able to reproduce and ensure the survival of its species, and the other is able to eat and ensure the survival of the individual animal. But the near-universal agricultural practice of severing the quiote in blue agave fields has disrupted the relationship between bats and agaves.

What is certain is that when there are no quiotes, there is no nectar to eat, and bats no longer visit blue agave fields. It’s unclear just how much of
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The Denominación de Origen Tequila
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Mapping the DOT





















Tequila History
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The Norma Oficial Mexicana and the Consejo Regulador del Tequila
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Two Categories of Tequila
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The Five Classes of Tequila
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Blending Aged Tequilas








All about Additives
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The Tequila Name Game







Labeling and traceability
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What’s in a NOM Number?







Cristalino Tequilas
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Tequila as Mezcal
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