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Getting Started Tasting Coffee

In the pursuit of the best coffees for you, let’s focus on something that is of great importance: identifying the coffees that give you the greatest pleasure. The simple hedonistic joy of drinking coffee is often overlooked and taken too little into account when considering the purpose of tasting coffee. Quality is important, but we’re going to put tastiness front and centre. As we will discover, there is often little correlation between a cup score and the capacity a coffee has to give you that unique blend of satisfaction and delight.

This handbook equips you to identify each coffee’s defining characteristics. The subsequent chapters address specific elements of tasting. To parse coffee’s tasting notes and identify suitable coffees requires a knowledge of the primary tastes, an appreciation of the spectrum of possible flavours and aromas, and an understanding of the key concepts of balance and alignment.

But as well as developing a good understanding of coffee, it’s also important to appreciate your own coffee-drinking habits and predilections. By the end of this chapter, and before we even pick up a cup, you’ll be able to identify your own coffee-drinking expectations.



[image: Tim Ridley sits at a cafe table with a ceramic coffee cup in his hand.]

The World’s Favourite Drink

A QUICK HISTORY OF COFFEE

People love drinking coffee. With hundreds of possible aromatic compounds, each cup of coffee is packed full of distinctive flavours. It’s the most complex drink that many people consume.

The array of flavours can be overwhelming, but delicious coffees have an orderly structure. Understanding its characteristics will help you navigate each coffee, regardless of its origin, variety or process. It will then be much easier to choose coffee that you enjoy. With millions of different coffees available each year, there’s a coffee for everyone.

One of the best ways to start an exploration of coffee’s flavours is to take a quick tour through coffee’s history. We start in the highlands of Ethiopia, twist and turn as coffee drinking spreads across the globe, and then arrive at the forebears of today’s coffee shops. This journey helps us put coffee tasting in context and explains why coffee has become the world’s favourite beverage.

THE WORLD’S FIRST BARISTA

Coffee’s founding myth starts in the ninth century with a twenty-something named Kaldi. He endured a day job that he found boring and unrewarding but was destined to become the world’s first barista.

Kaldi was tasked with tending his family’s goats but, by all accounts, he was not a natural farmer. Idealistic and given to flights of fancy, he found the work lonely and isolating. His father thought Kaldi was guiding the herd through the forest-covered hills above the village. But most days he would decamp to a remote glade, let the goats wander freely and pass the hours daydreaming, keen to rejoin the conviviality of the village at dusk.

As the villagers returned from work and gathered around the evening fire, a different aspect of Kaldi stirred. He was by nature an entertainer and delighted in the dramatic. After everyone had eaten, he would perform gripping tales of how he had led his flock to previously unvisited valleys, protected the goats from wild beasts or cavorted with beautiful women from neighbouring villages.

These stories were too fanciful for the other goatherds. They were practical men with little need for dreams. Jealous at his ability to capture the villagers’ attention, they would roll their eyes and mock his jokes. But they were also charmed. Aware they had to awake before dawn, the goatherds would turn in while the night was young, but never before Kaldi’s first performance.

It was Kaldi’s lack of sleep that led his goats to discover the life-enhancing properties of the coffee cherry. The story goes that Kaldi drifted off one afternoon leaving the goats unattended. He woke to find his herd dancing on their hindquarters and having a jolly good time. Instead of assuming he was dreaming again, he got up to find out what was going on. Having roamed deeper into the forest than the other herds, his goats had discovered a rare shrub. While its dark-green leaves did not make good eating, the bright-red cherries made the goats giddy with energy.

Today’s Ethiopian coffee ceremony is the strongest link we have to the earliest days of coffee

[image: Brush illustration of two goats cavorting on their hind legs, depicting the legendary discovery of coffee cherries' effects by Kaldi's herd.]
Kaldi has earned his place in coffee’s origin story because he was self-composed enough to be unperturbed by the goats’ peculiar behaviour, curious enough to want to know what was happening and open-minded enough to join in. In eating the red cherries, he was the first person to experience coffee’s caffeine kick. Most tales leave Kaldi dancing with his goats. I think it’s better to imagine this warm-hearted young man picking as many cherries as he could before returning to the village to share his experience. The atmosphere in the village as he told this tale, and shared the cherries, must have been magical.

Today’s Ethiopian coffee ceremony is the strongest link we have to the earliest days of coffee. The ceremony takes place around an open fire. Freshly cut grass is spread over the ground. The seeds from coffee cherries are roasted in a cast-iron pan before being ground with stone tools. The ground coffee is placed into water, which simmers in a clay pot.

The brew is dark and thick. While the coffee is prepared, people gather around the fire to chat, gossip and share ideas. It is traditional to add ghee and salt to the bitter brew. If you joined a coffee ceremony in Ethiopia today, you would also likely be served salty popcorn or peanuts.

[image: A landscape view of the Ethiopian Highlands showing lush green valleys, a winding mountain road, and jagged blue mountain peaks.]
THE RISE OF THE COFFEE MERCHANTS

Coffee conquered the world slowly. The Ethiopian Highlands are the only place in the world where Coffea arabica is indigenous. Every arabica plant ever grown is a descendant of the shrubs found there.

Awareness of coffee spread faster than its cultivation. Each coffee ‘bean’ is the seed of a coffee cherry. Once the cherry is harvested, its flesh is removed and the seed is dried. At this stage the seed is a pale-green colour. Today coffee is exported from origin in this ‘green’ state. Dried seeds are sufficiently stable to be packed into large sacks and shipped by sea to coffee drinkers around the world.

The Solomonic emperors who governed Ethiopia in the 14th century were frequently at war with their immediate neighbours, so their main export market for coffee was across the Red Sea on the Arabian Peninsula. Demand in Yemen quickly outstripped Ethiopian supply, largely because cherries were still foraged from the wild-growing shrubs in the highlands.

It didn’t take the enterprising Yemeni merchants long to identify the source of the beans and subsequently initiate coffee cultivation at home. No longer was coffee grown wild; commercial farms were established to meet the rising local demand.

The archetypical expression of this initial stage of coffee’s global expansion was the Sufi mystics, who consumed coffee to both stay awake during night prayers and to enter a state that was a little closer to the divine. But within decades of first arriving in Yemen, coffee gained popular appeal and transitioned from the sacred to the secular to the mercantile. For the first time, coffee became affordable and was established as an everyday staple. No longer drunk solely on ceremonial occasions, new coffee-drinking habits arose. A popular option was to consume dark bitter coffee with sweet dates and salty nuts.

The transformation of the green seed into a roasted bean was kept a closely held trade secret by the Yemeni merchants. They successfully incorporated the lesson of their intellectual property theft from the Ethiopians and introduced strict export controls, requiring all green coffee seeds be roasted or boiled before shipping. This deception is the reason why we still refer to coffee seeds as ‘beans’.

For the next two hundred years Yemeni merchants dominated international coffee production. Their strategy allowed them to corner the market and vertically integrate coffee growing, processing, roasting and export. The profits rolled in as global sales surged. It is a textbook example of cornering a market that remains the envy of today’s multinational coffee corporations.

The Yemeni merchants’ market dominance was eventually broken by Baba Budan, a 16th-century Sufi pilgrim returning home to India through Yemen who turned his hand to smuggling when he hid seven coffee seeds inside the hem on his jacket. This was a tremendous risk as it was a crime punishable by death. But he succeeded, and from this point onwards coffee production would fan out across the tropics.

Very little coffee is grown in Yemen today, but this period echoes into the present. The port the Yemeni merchants exported from was Mokha. Every morning people throughout the world prepare coffee on a hob using a moka pot. An equal number order a mocha – a shot of espresso sweetened with chocolate and topped with steamed milk – from their coffee shop.

[image: Illustration of a Moka pot, a metal coffee maker with a faceted, hourglass-like shape, a handle on the side, and a lid with a knob.]
THE FIRST COFFEEHOUSES

By the middle of the 17th century coffee was gaining a foothold in Europe’s capitals. Pasqua Rosée, an Ottoman Greek, opened the first coffeehouse in the City of London in 1652. He was a servant to Daniel Edwards, an English merchant at the Levant Company. They had returned together the previous year from the coastal city of Smyrna (now İzmir) in the Ottoman Empire.

While abroad, Edwards developed a coffee habit that matched his work ethic. Back in London, he started receiving friends and business contacts at home for coffee to conduct gossip and catch up on their business affairs. By today’s standards two or three cups a day isn’t remarkable, but this was during the Interregnum – the period between the execution of Charles in 1649 and the restoration of the monarchy in 1660. Coffee was novel and expensive. So popular were Edwards’ coffee meetings that he quickly realized their commercial value and formed a business plan to profit from his hospitality.

Unable to own a coffee business because of his conditions of employment with the Levant Company, Edwards provided the capital to Rosée to run the coffeehouse. It would be both strangely familiar and completely unrecognizable to a present-day customer. Unable to afford prime rents, the establishment was tucked down an alleyway in a shed, just a minute or two from the Royal Exchange and Bank of England.

[image: Illustration of a 17th-century London coffeehouse showing men in wigs seated at long tables, drinking, smoking, and reading by candlelight.]
The coffeehouse quickly became packed with workers, not the type who labour with their hands, but those who trade ideas, futures and commodities. Rosée’s genius was to localize the coffeehouse for English tastes. The men who frequented this establishment became more productive than their desk-bound colleagues. The caffeine increased their mental capacity, and the coffeehouse brought together and sped up their various social and information networks. It proved so popular that hundreds of other coffeehouses would open in the neighbourhood over the coming decades.

Licensing prohibited the cooking and selling of food, so, like London’s espresso bars today, these coffeehouses specialized in coffee, tea and hot chocolate. Little was available to eat: coffee was most commonly consumed with dry biscuits or toast. The coffee drunk in London at this time was grown in Yemen, exported through Constantinople, the Ottoman capital, and traded via the merchants of Venice and sometimes the Dutch. Sugar was rare and a luxury, so bitter coffee was augmented with spices such as clove, cinnamon and cardamom.

By 1659 Rosée was out of the business, but those short years were transformational for London and the world. During the time of Rosée’s proprietorship the Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell commenced a strategy to acquire new colonies in the Americas. The English captured Spanish-colonized Jamaica in 1655, which was already shifting agricultural production from tobacco to sugarcane.

The fundraising, underwriting and trading in the City of London, almost certainly by the men frequenting the coffeehouses, would provide the financial architecture to support sugar plantation expansion and the creation of a new triangular trading route. Finished goods were exported from Europe to Africa and sugar was brought back from the Caribbean to Europe. Completing the circuit was the transatlantic slave trade. People were captured, enslaved and transported from the West African coast across the Atlantic to the Americas to work the land in servitude. Coffee has had a complicated relationship with sugar from the very beginning.

A EUROPEAN AWAKENING

A pivotal moment in European history also marks an inflection point for coffee. Less than a decade after the London coffeehouse boom, the Ottomans embarked on their conquest of Europe. By the summer of 1683 they were making good progress, having made it as far as Vienna to which they now lay siege. The city was the gateway to Western Europe, and the continent’s fate hung in the balance.

It’s said that an army marches on its stomach. The Ottoman forces were making rapid progress, maybe because they were fuelled by caffeine. The empire had developed a profitable business re-exporting Yemeni coffee and the Ottoman Turks had developed a taste for it. Even with stretched supply lines, they prioritized hauling sacks of green coffee ready for roasting. The beans were roasted in a pan, finely ground and boiled with water in a small copper pot with a long handle. The technique, and the cezve pot, remain largely unchanged to this day.

A coalition of armies from the Holy Roman Empire, the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth and various German states were walled up behind Vienna’s extensive fortifications. Today residents of these nations are among the largest consumers of coffee anywhere in the world, but that September their situation was increasingly desperate.

The hero of our story is an unknown baker who, rising early to prepare bread for the city’s citizens, heard the faint sound of the Ottomans tunnelling beneath the city’s walls. A report was sent, forces were marshalled and a counterattack was launched. The European coalition forces successfully broke the Ottoman line. Routed, the Ottoman army withdrew, and as the victorious coalition forces looted the abandoned camps they discovered sacks of green seeds. In the most entertaining version of this story, the soldiers initially overlooked this bounty thinking that the seeds were elephant feed, but they were, of course, unroasted coffee.

In another story that’s probably too good to be true, the bakers of Vienna, to celebrate, created a special bread made with a laminated, salty dough folded into the shape of the Ottoman crescent. The bread is known as kipferl and is regarded as the progenitor of the croissant, part of the family of enriched yeast pastries collectively known as viennoiserie.

A distinct Viennese coffee culture emerged soon after the siege. Unlike the small, rowdy coffeehouses in London, Vienna’s coffeehouses would become as grand as banks and theatres. They are showcases of urban sophistication, cosmopolitan in outlook and places for intellectual and multilingual discourse, as well as low-level tittle-tattle.

The Viennese had a sweeter tooth than the Ottomans and were richer than the English, and sugar was becoming more plentiful. The city’s opulent coffeehouses came of age as both coffee and baking became increasingly luxurious. At first, milk was added to soften the bitterness, then hot milk, then cream. Sugar, once carefully rationed by the staff, became so abundant that customers were free to add as much as they wished. Sugar was used liberally in baking, to create new sweet cakes that complemented bitter coffee. The zenith of Viennese coffee culture is marked as much by the national treasures of strudel and Sachertorte as by the city’s vibrant literary, artistic, musical and scientific output.



[image: Illustration of three people drinking coffee outside a modern coffee shop with a green painted front, large windows, and a bench.]


[image: Two people at a wooden table outdoors holding small cups of black coffee, with a croissant on a plate between them.]


These trends endure into the present. Should you order a Viennese-style coffee today, it will arrive in a tall glass to highlight its layers. The base is a shot of espresso mixed with sweet melted chocolate; next comes a layer of hot milk, and finally a topping of sweetened whipped cream. Plus, there will probably be bittersweet chocolate grated on top. The style has many imitations and is the forerunner to the family of seasonal and signature coffee drinks, the most famous of which is the Pumpkin Spice Latte.

More generally, the combination of coffee and baking has become the global standard for coffee shops. The two fit together as though they have always coexisted. Many popular combinations started by drawing on local traditions and flavours before finding international appeal. But whatever their genesis, the pairings are almost always sweet, with a touch of bitterness and a dash of acidity.

[image: A stylized drawing of a yellow coffee cup filled with a beverage topped with latte art in the shape of a leaf.]
A HISTORY OF GOOD TASTE

The templates laid down through coffee’s expansion continue to shape the world today. Merchants buy coffee from producers to export to global markets. Businesses throughout the supply chain obscure coffee producers or rebrand coffee to capture a greater portion of a cup’s value. The greatest mark-up still occurs when coffee is transformed. Once upon a time it was sufficient to mask a coffee’s origins by roasting it; now international brands repackage ground coffee into sachets, capsules and granules.

Out of the home, coffee is inherently a social drink. Baristas enjoy working in teams, coffee drinkers appreciate the social buzz of a coffee shop, and cafés are places that blend work and pleasure.

Coffee continues to both encroach on the divine and satisfy the mercantile impulse. It is the drink we turn to when we want to be the best version of ourselves or when we need to do our best work. Coffee has always been drunk as much for its caffeine as for its flavour.

As we think about tasting coffee, it’s important to recognize that, like Kaldi, coffee helps us escape the tedium of work. Like the mystic, it helps us to plot our course through the universe. Like the Ottoman warrior, it enables us to power on. It fuels the enterprising energy of the coffeehouse that brings people, ideas and capital together. And coffee continues to be a small indulgence and an everyday luxury. I hope you’ve had the good fortune to experience that coffee is always best shared with friends and enjoyed over good conversation.

This select edit of coffee’s lore and history also reveals to us a greater, universal truth: across generations and cultures, people have enjoyed coffee by balancing the basic tastes of bitter, sour, salty and sweet. It is with this understanding of taste that our exploration of coffee’s distinct and vibrant flavours begins.

Coffee continues to both encroach on the divine and satisfy the mercantile impulse



[image: One person pours black coffee from a glass server into a beige ceramic mug held by another person against a textured concrete wall.]


[image: Water pouring from a kettle into a stainless steel drip coffee brewer lined with a ruffled paper filter containing ground coffee and hot water.]

Why Some Coffees Are Tastier Than Others

APPRECIATING YOUR EXPECTATIONS

An understanding of your own expectations, as well as of coffee’s defining characteristics, is necessary when selecting coffee. The ability to taste coffee has many benefits. It opens whole worlds of flavour, community and understanding. But often your motivation may be no more complicated than being able to pick a coffee that you will enjoy. Tasting notes can be word salads of unfamiliar placenames, esoteric terms and bold promises. Selecting a suitably tasty bag of beans, or a brew in a coffee shop, can be surprisingly, and unnecessarily, difficult.

Everyone has their own approach to drinking coffee. Some people opt to savour it; others gulp. Many people use coffee to kickstart the day, but this could be a pot at home, a takeout flat white or an espresso taken while standing at a bar. In some cultures, drinking coffee in the evening causes fear of a poor night’s sleep; elsewhere it’s a popular way to socialize. And almost all coffee drinkers have strong ideas about the origins they like and how their coffee should be prepared. Coffee choices are deeply personal, and each of us has ideas about what’s best. This handbook contains the insights, techniques and tips you need to appreciate why you like some coffees more than others.


[image: An orange page with the text 'Tasting coffee' in black in the bottom left corner.]


Essential to choosing coffees you find pleasurable is the know-how to match a coffee’s profile with your expectations, or vice versa. As you use the tasting techniques offered here, it will become increasingly apparent that it is the structure of each coffee’s characteristics that shapes your appreciation of it.

There are four key coffee profiles, each of which meets a different set of expectations. For now, don’t worry about the tasting terminology if it is unfamiliar to you. Rather, consider what your own coffee-drinking expectations might be.



Flavour Profiles Classic

Classic coffees skew towards bitterness; you might instinctively describe coffees with a classic profile as ‘heavier’, ‘darker’ or ‘deeper’. The more pleasant versions have sufficient sweetness to create a balance of tastes. A good number of these coffees are astringent, which is a drying sensation in the mouth. The better versions benefit from an alignment between the mouthfeel and flavour. They might have tasting notes such as cocoa, tobacco, leather, spice or nuts. The lower-quality versions lack either balance or alignment and can be rough on the palate.

The highest-quality Classic coffees typically have a foundation of bitterness combined with adequate sweetness and a hint of fruit. Coffees with these traits are often described as ‘chocolatey’. Because this note is attractive, the term appears frequently and is also used to cover a multitude of sins. Consequently, approach a ‘chocolate’ descriptor with suspicion. When used accurately, it identifies the bitterness of dark chocolate as well as its associated cocoa-like astringency. Classic coffees are also defined by their low levels of acidity, but the best versions have just enough sourness to offer a balance of tastes.

An average Classic coffee doesn’t score highly in grading or competition, but many coffee drinkers really like this profile

An average Classic coffee doesn’t score highly in grading or competition, but many coffee drinkers really like this profile and there are many high-quality Classic coffees available. You may appreciate the ‘heavy’ mouthfeel of a Classic coffee, and the ‘strong’ flavours might appeal, particularly if you associate the intensity of these tastes and flavours with caffeine. If you don’t like Classic coffees you might instinctively describe then as ‘dirty’ or ‘dark’, or professionals might criticize their ‘lack of clarity’. Other people find Classic coffees too straightforward, too simple and, if there isn’t sufficient sweetness, unbalanced.

Classic coffees are also useful when pairing coffee with food. A coffee that might be a little too bitter for pleasant drinking by itself can be a tasty counterweight to sweet baking, such as a tart or cake. When used in a serve containing sugar, cream or chocolate (such as a sweet signature drink) or in a dessert (tiramisu is the best example), these coffees add a hint of bitterness, which enhances balance and pleasantly provokes the senses.


TIM’S TASTING TIP

We explore pairing coffee and food in Magical Moments and when discussing Alignment.





	A TYPICAL RANGE OF AROMA AND FLAVOUR
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Flavour Profiles Comfort

People typically enjoy these coffees because they offer a sense that all is right with the world – everything is ‘balanced’. Comfort coffees are ‘sweeter’ than Classic coffees. You may have opted for a coffee of this profile at breakfast this morning.

Comfort coffees can be readily identified by their harmonious balance of tastes. If Classic coffees are typically predominantly bitter, Comfort coffees are predominantly sweet but have sufficient bitterness to create their signature balance.

Comfort coffees are very popular, and many coffee drinkers will solely seek out these coffees

Comfort coffees feature alignment between taste and flavour. To match the sweet taste, there are more, heavier esters (see the Aroma Map) in Comfort coffees than in Classic coffees, which give notes of dried fruits or aged spirits. Many have noticeable furans, giving the impression of vanilla or caramelized sugars. And almost all have greater quantities of pyrazines, which manifest as toast or nuts.

Many of the tastiest Comfort coffees benefit from a dash of acidity to enhance the balance and add liveliness. If so, there are typically corresponding flavours of berry or drupe, such as raspberry, apple and pear. And many Comfort coffees have a streak of earthy, boozy or spicy flavours to match the bitterness.

This is a good example of how structure plays a critical role in tastiness. Some Comfort coffees are ‘darker’ and ‘heavier’ and closer to Classic coffees; others are ‘lighter’.

The highest-quality Comfort coffees often have a full stack of flavours from the top, middle and









	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	





Flavour Profiles Clarity















	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	





Flavour Profiles Curious














	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	




THE BEST COFFEES FOR YOU







[image: A plain white paper takeaway cup of coffee with latte art on the surface of the crema, sitting in a shaft of sunlight on a pale marble counter.]

[image: A person stands behind a white ceramic drip coffee brewer filtering into a glass carafe, with a gooseneck kettle visible on the marble worktop.]

Brewing Coffee for Tasting

SET YOURSELF UP FOR SUCCESS




DON’T BE INTIMIDATED








[image: Two white ceramic cups contain a small amount of dark brown espresso with a thick, golden-brown crema, on a white counter next to a metal grill.]

[image: A person pours hot water from a gooseneck kettle into a glass cafetiere containing coffee. The plunger assembly rests beside it.]
PREPARING THE COFFEES






BREWING COFFEE






Roast date


Water


Grinding coffee


Heating water



[image: A metal pouring kettle on a hob with a digital thermometer inserted into the top. The thermometer screen reads '93.1'.]
UNIVERSAL BREWING


TASTE IS THE ULTIMATE CRITERION



JUST GET STARTED













Filter
Hario V60 two-cup
 
[image: A person pours water from a gooseneck kettle into a Hario V60 drip coffee brewer, which sits on a glass carafe atop a digital scale.]


[image: Illustration of a drip coffee brewer sitting on a light blue mug. A yellow filter paper inside the brewer is filled with brown coffee grounds.]




[image: Illustration of water pouring from a gooseneck kettle onto a paper filter inside a Hario V60 drip brewer, which rests on a mug atop a digital scale.]




[image: Illustration of a gooseneck kettle pouring water into a paper filter in a Hario V60 dripper containing ground coffee.]




[image: Illustration of a glass mug filled with dark brown coffee, resting on a flat surface.]




[image: A glass cafetière containing brewed coffee, with the plunger partially depressed, resting on a white surface.]

Cafetière



[image: Illustration showing a spoon dropping ground coffee into an empty glass cafetiere with a handle.]




[image: Illustration showing hot water being poured from a kettle into a cafetiere containing coffee grounds.]




[image: Illustration of a cafetiere with brown liquid inside and a grey plunger partially pushed down into it. A clock symbol is in the top right.]





[image: A white Ratio Six coffee brewer on a light marble surface in front of a white wall. It has a white and black thermal carafe.]

Brewer Ratio Six

 
[image: Illustration of an electric filter coffee brewer, with a red lid, grey water tank, and a glass jug with a blue handle filling with brown coffee.]




Pods Opal One


[image: Illustration of an Opal One pod coffee machine dispensing coffee into a cup, with a red capsule nearby.]



[image: An Opal One pod coffee machine dispensing coffee into a green ceramic mug with a beige interior on a marble countertop.]

[image: Coffee Assessment Sheet with sections for Visual, Aroma, Mouthfeel, and Taste. Includes scales and fields for comparing.]
 

[image: Coffee Assessment Sheet displaying sections for Flavour, Alignment, and Assessment. Contains scales for comparing.]
 

[image: Two glasses of coffee viewed from above. One glass contains a lighter, more translucent liquid, while the other holds a darker brew.]

Visual: Look Before You Sip
 
CONSIDER EACH COMPONENT




VISUAL ASSESSMENT: TRANSPARENCY



[image: A stylized drawing of a white coffee cup and saucer, filled with opaque brown liquid.]
VISUAL ASSESSMENT: COLOUR









[image: Two glass jugs of brewed coffee viewed from above against a white background. The coffee in the top jug is lighter in colour than the bottom one.]

MAKE A PREDICTION





Assessing the coffee’s visual qualities














[image: Illustration of a coffee cup with stylised steam carrying various food ingredients: a lemon, vanilla pods, chocolate chunks, berries etc.]

Understanding Aroma

THE DELICIOUS SMELL OF COFFEE









AROMA AND FLAVOUR: A COMPLICATED RELATIONSHIP











THE EVOCATIVENESS OF AROMAS







IDENTIFYING AROMAS













The Aroma Map

[image: Aroma Map infographic displaying 101 positive coffee aromas categorised by dominant aromatic compounds like Esters, Furans, Pyrazines, Terpenes, Phenols.]
 
101 COMMON, POSITIVE COFFEE AROMAS BY DOMINANT AROMATIC COMPOUND

[image: Figure-eight diagram showing coffee aroma categories, blending a top colour wheel of fruity/floral scents with a bottom wheel of earthy/roasted scents.]
 

[image: Coffee being poured from a glass jug into a mug on a marble surface. Another hand holds a filled mug. A Hario V60 with coffee grounds sits nearby.]
THE STRUCTURE OF A COFFEE’S AROMAS






GENERAL VERSUS SPECIFIC AROMAS





AROMA, TASTE AND FLAVOUR




[image: Black and white portrait of author Tim Ridley sitting at an outdoor table, bringing a plain white ceramic mug to his lips to drink.]

Assessing aroma
























[image: Three ceramic espresso cups containing dark coffee with golden crema, arranged vertically on a textured, mottled brown surface.]

Defining Mouthfeel

THE TEXTURE OF COFFEE




WEIGHT











[image: Illustration of a cup of coffee on a saucer, drawn with loose, thick brushstrokes in dark blue and a touch of brown for the coffee liquid.]
TEXTURE



Viscous



Smooth and silky




Astringent




Thin (and worse, ‘thin with bits’)




Dirty, muddy, silty


No texture



[image: A cup containing espresso coffee, resting on the metal slatted drip tray of an espresso machine beneath the portafilter spout.]

Assessing mouthfeel



















ASSESSING A CUP OF COFFEE









[image: A rustic green ceramic mug filled with dark coffee sits off-centre on a pale textured cloth against a mottled grey wall.]

[image: A white ceramic cup filled with black coffee sits on a dark red work surface above wooden drawers.]

The Five Basic Tastes

THE HARMONIOUS BALANCE OF TASTES




BITTER











SWEET









SOUR





[image: Illustration of a beige mug filled with dark brown coffee, outlined in dark blue.]
SALTY AND UMAMI
 
















MULTIPLE TASTES



BALANCE OF TASTES






Assessing taste









[image: Illustration of a cup of coffee. The coffee surface swirls with cherries, beans, leaves, a flower, and a lemon slice, representing flavour.]

Exploring Flavour

COMMUNICATING FLAVOUR



THE COMPLEXITY OF COFFEE












[image: A woman holds a small cup to her nose, smelling the contents, while Tim Ridley stands in the background in a simple, well-lit room.]
IDENTIFYING COFFEE’S FLAVOURS









[image: Three people at a table during a coffee tasting session, holding white cups. The person in the foreground holds a cup of coffee near their face.]
USING THE FLAVOUR WHEEL










The Flavour Wheel

[image: A circular diagram showing 73 coffee flavours in adjacent categories.]
 
[image: Tim Ridley stands at a table speaking to three people during a coffee tasting. The table holds cups, carafes, and sheets with circular diagrams.]



STACKS OF FLAVOUR
 












[image: People sit at a table with cups of coffee, writing on Coffee Assessment Sheets in front of printed Coffee Flavour Wheels and a Coffee Aroma Map.]
COMPLEXITY




 

Assessing flavour



















FINISHING UP
 




A note on notes










[image: A person's hand reaches in from the right edge, holding a brown ceramic mug of dark coffee above a wooden table.]

Introducing Alignment

WHEN MOUTHFEEL, TASTE AND FLAVOUR COMBINE





TASTE AND FLAVOUR






[image: Illustration of a mug with two thick horizontal pink stripes, filled with dark coffee.]





MOUTHFEEL AND TASTE





AROMA AND FLAVOUR





[image: Espresso machine in a cafe. A takeaway cup sits on the drip tray. A stack of MOMA oat milk cartons and a milk bottle are on the counter.]

[image: Espresso pouring from the double spout of a portafilter attached to an espresso machine, filling a small clear glass on a metal drip tray.]


ALIGNMENT AND PLEASANTNESS
 




[image: Black and white photograph showing Tim Ridley drinking from a cup while seated at a table inside a coffee shop.]

Appraising Coffee

WHY SOME COFFEES ARE TASTIER THAN OTHERS



THE FOUR-POINT SCALE

























IDENTIFYING THE COFFEE’S PROFILE


[image: Four diagrams labelled 'CLASSIC', 'COMFORT', 'CLARITY', and 'CURIOUS', showing overlapping circles, filled with blue gradients in different patterns.]



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	




TASTINESS





Grading quality



Quality and profile




[image: Two people at a table grading coffee. Each has a  Tasting Assessment sheet and two white cups. One person pours coffee into a cup.]

 
EXPERIENCE AND REFERENCE POINTS





APPRECIATING COFFEE






[image: Author Tim Ridley stands at the serving window of a coffee shop beneath a black sign bearing the number 67 in red.]
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