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Introduction

It seems that there are two ways to fall in love with coffee. Either you start drinking coffee from an early age and develop a relationship with coffee over time, becoming more and more engrossed with its culinary and cultural potential; or, you can have almost no interest in coffee and then have an epiphany, a cup of coffee that changes everything. This is followed by disbelief and confusion coupled with excitement – and then you never look back.

The latter scenario applies to me. I had almost no interest in coffee. I drew portraits and painted things as my first real vocation. Like many an artist, I worked hospitality jobs on the side and over time, I realized my passion lies there. I met my wife and we thought we would do a bit of travelling. After six months in India, we ended up in Melbourne, Australia, with a work visa.

Unbeknown to us at the time, the city of Melbourne was home both to a vibrant café scene and to an equally impressive coffee culture. I got a job in a café in the city downtown and it wasn’t long before I was discussing coffee with many of the regulars. It was they who brought the subject up, and, to be honest, I was a bit lost. Sure, I was finding it an interesting challenge to master this difficult “latte art” thing, but quite why coffee was a complex culinary phenomenon was not obvious to me. One of the regulars could see I was intrigued, though, and suggested that on my lunch break I pop up the road to a small café called Brother Baba Bhudan. I wandered up, and a lady with a coffee plant tattoo crawling up her leg asked me whether I would like to try the single-origin coffee. She said that it was from Kenya and had notes of strawberry and vanilla. I must be honest – I was sceptical. I had no idea what coffee coming from Kenya meant (why would it be different from any other coffee?) and the flavour notes, I thought, would be lost on me.

Then I stepped outside onto the pavement and tasted the espresso. There it was – the epiphany. I simply could not believe how incredible this little beverage was. It instantly changed how I saw coffee and its potential. Not only did I get the flavour notes, it was one of the most incredible things I had ever tasted. To say that I enjoyed it is a huge understatement. My mind started going crazy. Why have I only just found out that coffee could taste and be like this? Not just I but my wife, too, bubbled over with excitement and we knew immediately that we wanted to work in coffee. Next day, I changed jobs and began the ongoing and endless pursuit of chasing and understanding coffee. We used our time in Melbourne to visit roasters and cafés and take courses with barista champions, before finally heading home.

Back in the UK we started an events company, moved to a new town to open a shop, dived into the world of competitive coffee, collaborated with scientists and espresso machine manufacturers, and continued to learn and explore coffee. The coffee world really is a rabbit hole.

For me, coffee has proved to be endlessly fascinating, engaging, and rewarding. Coffee is many different things for different people. This amazing drink is full of flavour, intrigue, history, and countless stories. With this dictionary, I am excited to explore and discover coffee with you.

—Maxwell Colonna-Dashwood
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A

Acidity | TASTING

SEE ALSO

Phosphoric acid

You may have heard acidity being described positively as “brightness” and negatively as “sourness”. This is the thing about acidity: it is integral to a great cup of coffee, but it is also a broad term. There are good and bad acids where taste is concerned, and there are also compounds that from a scientific point of view are acidic, yet we wouldn’t describe them as tasting acidic. Though there are many sources of acidity in coffee, it is only a mildly acidic beverage, with a pH of around 5, as compared to the pH2 of wine. Coffees grown at a higher altitude often showcase more structured, complex, and positive acidity. Coffees without such acidity can be described as tasting flat and uninteresting. Brightness lifts a coffee in your mouth and gives it structure. A lot of perceived sweetness can also be derived from, or elevated by, acidity.

Aeropress™ | BREWING

SEE ALSO

Brew ratio

Strength

The name Aeropress™ is inspired by a high-tech frisbee called the Aerobie™, which was invented by the same man – Alan Adler. The Aerobie has set several world records for the furthest-thrown object; the Aeropress is instead designed to make the perfect brew. Alan is a self-taught inventor from the United States. The Aeropress houses the ground coffee and the water inside a syringe-like brewing chamber. Manual pressure applied by the user forces the brewed coffee through a multi-holed lid that holds a custom-shaped filter paper. (Metal filter discs are also available.)

The Aeropress allows you to be very versatile with brewing. You can opt for fine grinds and strong brews, as the pressure generated allows the grounds to be separated from the brew to a degree that a gravity-fed filter method could not manage. You can also brew lighter, more elegant brews. There is even a World Aeropress Championship, which, at the time of writing, attracts contestants from 51 countries.
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Agitate | BREWING

SEE ALSO

Extraction

French press

To agitate is basically to fiddle with the brew in any way that mixes the water and the coffee grounds. By agitating, the brewer can allow the water to more easily access the coffee by mixing things up. This will increase extraction and can be very valuable in any brewing method where the coffee grounds might settle and stop mixing with the water, such as with a French press. Agitation can be achieved in a couple of ways: you can use a stirring stick of some kind or just give the brew a good old shake.

Agronomy | GROWING

SEE ALSO

Terroir

From the Greek for “field law”, agronomy is the science and study of the growing of crops and managing of land. An understanding of agronomy can transform the fortunes of a farm. Certain farms will have a dedicated onsite agronomist; others – with equal success – make periodic use of an independent agronomist to inform their practice. An understanding of agronomy will benefit how a coffee-growing plot is managed and maintained. Many coffee farms are now broken up into many smaller segments that are treated individually. Small changes in sunlight, climate, and soil can have a big impact on how coffee plants behave and on the quality of fruit they produce. Of course, weather and climate are out of a farmer’s control, but adapting to make the most of changes is not – by tweaking irrigation or altering harvesting times to compensate.

Agtron scale | ROASTING

SEE ALSO

Maillard reaction

You may have heard people discussing the colour of a roast. When discussing colour we are really referring to light and dark, not to a more normal idea of colour – there are no orange or purple roasts! The Agtron scale is a reference point for how dark or light a coffee is. Agtron measuring devices are pricey. In essence, they measure how much light is bounced back off the roasted coffee bean: a darker roast will absorb more light and produce a lower reading, and a lighter roast a higher reading. (It may help to think about how a white T-shirt throws back sunlight, while a black one will absorb it.) There are many terms that have been attributed to the Agtron number such as “light city roast” or “French roast”. The colour, though, is only one measurement of a roast, and a coffee can be roasted in many different ways to achieve the same colour.
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Altitude | ORIGIN

SEE ALSO

Arabica

Species

Terroir

The general rule of thumb is the higher the better. But – and it is a big but – this is not a fixed rule. As with everything in coffee, it is a bit more complicated than it seems. The more prized Arabica species is typically grown at altitudes higher than 1,000m (3,300ft) above sea level and can be grown all the way up to 2,500m (8,200ft) plus. The less desirable Robusta crops are grown between sea level and 1,000m (3,300ft). The idea is that at higher altitudes the climate is cooler and the cherry has a longer ripening period, developing a superior flavour. However, the plants do not like it too cold either, which is why coffee is grown in the Tropics. Cup quality is to do with many other aspects of provenance, such as soil, climate, and processing. It is true that no world-beating coffee is grown below 1,000m (3,300ft). It is also true that the world’s most sought-after and prized coffees are not necessarily the very highest grown. Sometimes a cooler micro-climate at lower altitude can mimic a higher altitude and produce similar results.



Arabica | SPECIES

SEE ALSO

Cup of Excellence

Eugenioides

Species

Terroir

“100% Arabica” is a common billing adorning coffee packets everywhere, intended as a sign of quality. Coffea arabica is the name of the most widely grown coffee species in the world. (C. robusta is the other widely grown species, though a couple of others, such as C. liberica, show up here and there.) All of the world’s highly graded coffees and essentially those that we would classify as “speciality” are of the Arabica species, or closely related to it. This is why you will see it noted on a packet as a major selling point. However, the species itself does not guarantee quality and there is far more commercial-grade Arabica than there is speciality. As Arabica is a given in the speciality market, you will more likely see the specific variety of Arabica noted on the packaging of speciality coffee companies. Arabica itself can be traced back to the Ethiopian Highlands, where there is still the most genetic diversity of C. arabica varieties (subspecies). The range of flavour within this species is phenomenal as varying varieties combine with other elements of terroir to create distinct and varied flavour profiles. As you will see from the entry about the coffee-related species C. eugenioides, Arabica has its ancestry in Robusta, and crosses between the two species are commonly explored. There are Robusta–Arabica hybrids such as Catimor varieties that can produce high-quality results. The Lempira variety is a Catimor subvariety that is grown extensively in Honduras. I recently bought a Cup of Excellence lot of this variety that was exceptional, with complex acidity and tropical fruit notes.
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B

Barista | BREWING; ESPRESSO

SEE ALSO

Bean to cup

Espresso

Directly translated from Italian, barista means “bar person”. However, due to Italy’s influence on world coffee culture, the term “barista” has come to refer solely to a professional coffee maker. Over recent decades the role of the barista has become more globally recognized and respected. This can be seen in many ways, as, for example, in barista competitions and barista-branded products on shelves, as well as in the increasingly specialized and specific function of the barista within cafés and restaurants. There is an increasing number of courses and qualifications surrounding the role, although most expertise is still learned through an on-the-job apprenticeship. The role of the barista has traditionally been a preparatory one – the making and serving of drinks. However, as coffee becomes more complex and customers more interested and discerning, the barista can take on a sommelier-like guise. With the increased automation in actual coffee preparation, there is a possibility that the role could one day become almost identical to that of a sommelier.

Basket | BREWING

SEE ALSO

Crema

Espresso is not defined by a certain size, shape, or consistency, but by its strength – it is a concentrated coffee. It is also fair to say that it needs to be brewed under pressure, which creates the crema. The size of the espresso depends on the size of the basket used. Group handles (the part of the espresso machine that is locked in and released for each shot) can fit a variety of basket sizes, typically ranging from 14g to 22g for double shots. The individual baskets are designed for a specific dose of coffee to be used. This will mean that there is enough room above the bed of coffee in the chamber for the water to pool before it passes through, and that the holes cut into the base of the basket will produce an appropriate resistance (more coffee will create more resistance and vice versa). It is therefore important to use the correct dose for each basket size, plus or minus a gram either side.

Bean to cup | BREWING

SEE ALSO

Capsules

Coffee brewing can range from fully automated to completely manual. There is a correlation in that higher-quality cups of coffee tend to be made more manually, though this is continuously being challenged. Often, automated machines are made with the goal of ease of use, potentially at the expense of cup quality, as they cannot be adapted to the specific needs of different coffees. At the same time, the coffee-making process is full of variables that technology advancements can help us address more rigorously. There is a huge range in sophistication and quality of bean-to-cup machines. The top machines on the market are quite remarkable and allow you to make excellent coffee. The key here, as with all automation in coffee making, is that the machine can still be programmed or driven by a person. It still requires the user to understand how to tweak the controls to adjust for different coffees.
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Bicarbonate

See “Buffer”.

Blending | ROASTING

SEE ALSO

Origin

Variety

The coffee blend is a ubiquitous thing. “Try our secret master blend/house blend, etc.” is an opening gambit that every coffee drinker will have come across. There are a few reasons why roasters blend. One is to bring different flavour characteristics together; another is to save money and hide problems with a coffee or multiple coffees. Similarly, by blending, roasters can avoid the seasonal variations of coffee supply and instead offer a more continuous product.

The problem with the term “blend” is that it does not really mean very much. In wine making, the term refers to a blend of different grapes usually from the same vineyard or village, but in coffee it more often refers to a blend of several coffees from different countries. Each coffee in that blend will already most likely be a blend of different types of coffee plant. Some coffee companies now eschew blends in order to highlight the characteristics of a coffee from a single source and focus on its story and origin. However, the term “single origin” technically just denotes coffee from only one country, so you could have a blend of lots of Brazilian coffees grown in farms across numerous regions and it would still be sold not as a blend but as a single origin. It is interesting to think about a big farm that covers a lot of land. A coffee could come from one farm but in essence be a blend of many plots. We have other terms that suggest more specificity, such as a single-variety lot, a micro lot, or even a nano lot. Blending has become less popular in speciality coffee – it is potentially harder to roast a blend of different coffees and then be able to extract those coffees evenly. This is where the idea of “post blending” comes in. Here, the roaster will roast the coffees separately to find a roast that suits each bean and then blend them together afterwards. There are definitely conflicting views as to the benefits of blending and there will be different motivations as to why one might blend. It remains a very successful way to market and sell coffee, allowing a company to produce something unique to it and with a story customers can connect to.

Bloom | BREWING

SEE ALSO

V60

The bloom is a term used to describe the rapid release of carbon dioxide (CO₂) that occurs when water hits ground coffee. It is that frothy, crust-like top you find on the top of a French press before you plunge down. The specific context in which we refer to this as a “bloom” rather than a “crust” is when brewing single-serve filter coffees. Often, the bloom will be singled out as a specific part of the pouring process. Brew recipes will indicate how much water to add at the beginning to “bloom” the coffee. This will be followed by a wait before the coffee is poured. The idea is that by expelling the carbon dioxide
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Body | TASTING






Bolivia | ORIGIN
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