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			Shrine to La Virgen de Guadalupe and Nuestra Señora de Juquila in the home of the Morales Luis family, who make mezcal in Santa Domingo Albarradas, Oaxaca, Mexico.
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					A blue agave envelops a cactus in Arandas, Jalisco, Mexico.

				
			
			The agave—a succulent, commonly mistaken for a cactus but in fact a closer relative to asparagus—is a plant totally different from just about everything else humans harvest. And unlike sugar and grapes, it was not brought to the Americas by European invaders, but was found there upon the Europeans’ arrival, sprinkled in many varieties up and down the Sierra Madre. This fact—that the agave is from Latin America, rather than transplanted there—is represented in the uniqueness and diversity of agave spirits, and of the cultures surrounding them.

			Agave distillates—specifically mezcal and tequila—are the best starting place for the experience of Latin American spirits. Within this vibrant, diverse family of spirits, agave distillates are arguably the most objectively “New World”: in flavor and feeling, no other spirit is quite like them.

			Agaves were harvested in Mexico long before mezcal or tequila ever existed, and they have been used for many purposes by Mexican peoples over thousands of years. Many legends about the agave (or maguey, as it is called in Mexico) exist in indigenous Mexican folklore expressing how exceptionally useful—yet exceptionally defiant—the plant is.

			And defiant is exactly what agaves are. They’re Jurassic plants in appearance: hard, spiny, and harsh. They flourish in equally dramatic and variant range of terrain. Within Oaxaca alone, I drove through parched switchbacks in the cactus-spiked desert mountains of Candelaria de Yegolé in the south, all the way up to steep jungle canyons full of mist and lush, dark-green tropical foliage surrounding the Rio Cajonos in the north. In the south, fine sand coats every layer of clothing, and everything feels rocky and arid; in the north, the humidity is such that a bathing suit may never fully dry. In all of these diverse environments, agaves can be found growing strong.

			The plant’s name bears the stamp of impressiveness in its Greek root-word, agauos, which means “noble”—venerable, mature, and proud. Agaves don’t grow in a season; rather they take many, many years—anywhere from five to upward of thirty!—to fully mature. The pencas, the leaflike blades that surround the plant, are needle-sharp at the ends, with razor-like dentes, or teeth, fanning out along the edges to defend the plant from its predators. Once the agave is harvested—a battle in itself—it takes many days to cook and sometimes weeks to ferment. I can’t imagine the first person who saw one of these barbed plants and got the idea of trying to get to the middle of it somehow, much less subjecting it to the battery of operations required to get an alcoholic beverage out of it.

			Whoever that person was, it is generally agreed that he or she was an Aztec. The agave and pulque (the fermented beer-like beverage made from its nectar) were so central to Aztec culture that an image of the plant was used to represent the Aztec goddess of fertility and life, Mayahuel. The technique of cooking the agave and fermenting its juices to obtain pulque was known in Mexico as early as 6500 BC, and beverages made from the maguey were used in many social rites, from everyday homeopathic traditions, some of which persist today, to intense religious ceremonies in which its intoxicating properties muted the pain of self-cutting and autosacrifice. (This is reflected in the medicinal purposes for which agave distillates are used in more recent history as well: as an ointment for cuts or stings, as a cure-all for illness, as a magical remedy. There’s a rural Mexican tradition that still survives, of spitting mezcal over a person to rid them of fear or pain. I saw it done on a farm in Oaxaca where our hostess had just suffered a dog bite.)

			Among the Aztecs and other indigenous Mexican peoples, the agave plant was, and still is, used in many ways beyond the inebriating ones with which we are most familiar today. The pencas can be used whole to shingle houses or fuel fires. The quiotes (the asparagus-like flowering pistil of the plant, which can grow to an impressive twenty feet or more in height), when dried, make sturdy fence posts and house beams; fresh quiotes are also ground up with corn and made into tortillas. Fibers from the pencas are collected to make threads for textiles, bags, carpets, and fishing equipment. The sharp dentes from the leaves have been used as pins and nails, or (keeping a single long fiber attached) as a convenient needle and thread. Even the plant’s stubby white roots are used to make brooms or coarse fibers for weaving. The cooked piña, or heart, of the agave can be eaten like an artichoke, used to make soap, or (in the case of certain species) applied as a treatment for snakebites. As seventeenth-century Spanish priest Francisco Ximenez summarized so well, “The plant alone would be sufficient to provide all things necessary for human life.” No wonder it was regarded as a goddess!
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					Harvested blue agave hearts waiting to be cooked in brick ovens at Tequila Cascahuín, El Arenal, Jalisco, Mexico.

				
			
			It is in the fine spirits distilled from the agave that we find the most enduring and condensed example of this mestizo cultural amalgamation, a little silver lining to the devastation wrought by the Spanish (and other European forces’) colonization of the Americas. The native people had a deep history of love for the intoxicating pulque that came from the plant, and increasing evidence from many sources suggests that they distilled spirits from it, too, perhaps hundreds of years before the Spanish arrived. But nonetheless, the Spanish did bring techniques of distillation with them, often using these techniques to subdue the native populations as they conquered them. New spirits arose as a physical embodiment of the mix of cultures that was forcibly produced there, the spirits around which much of Mexican culture revolves today: mezcal, its offshoot tequila, and others.
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					Fernando Rangel takes a break while unloading agaves at the distillery. Tequila Cascahuín, El Arenal, Jalisco, Mexico.

				
			
			Many of these spirits have become known outside of Mexico only in the last few decades; and in those few decades, all agave spirits have experienced a continuous rise in popularity worldwide, a popularity that other Latin spirits are aiming to emulate. Along with this boom, predictably, has come serious controversy, as the network of traditions and practices that underpin the maguey and its many uses comes into contact with a growing global agave-spirits industry.

			The present-day discourse about agave distillates is full of arguments over where the spirits originated and under what circumstances; who makes them best and how; the right and wrong industrial, agricultural, and environmental practices for their production; and on and on. And the passion behind these arguments makes perfect sense, when you recognize that, more so than any of the other spirits we will talk about in this book, these spirits began, and continue to function, as intrinsic elements of their native country’s culture, as anciently and inextricably linked to every aspect of Mexican life as the maguey itself. “Right now, we know agave distillates in Mexico as the result of the mix of cultures,” says Pedro Jimenez Gurría of Mezonte in Guadalajara, one of the greatest minds in agave spirits today. “But the fact that the plant was always considered sacred in Mexico, and still is, has given the agave-spirits category a special place in the history of Mexico and its people.” This integration is seen everywhere in Mexico: from the appearance of the agave and its products in artistic and cultural traditions large and small to the familial teams of brothers and sisters, parents and children who often work the fields and distilleries together. Simply put, agave spirits grew up in step with Mexican culture, both before and after the arrival of the Spanish; and any treatment of them in isolation from that culture—industrial, academic, or otherwise—violates the spirits and the culture together.

			
				
					Pre-Hispanic Mexican Distillation

					The usual account of the introduction of distillation into Mexico by the Spanish is only the best-documented one. Strong arguments make the case for the existence of pre-Hispanic distillation; and in my recent travels in Mexico, the debate over this topic was one of the biggest controversies I found raging around the country’s native distillates, among master mezcaleros and local scholars alike.

					Through archeological digs and related studies, scientists have discovered pottery and burnt-soil fragments with traces of agave that they say provide evidence of distillation going back many centuries BC. A broad variety of stills continue to be used in Mexico today—many more than simply the alembic stills that the Spanish brought with them—and many of the most traditional types closely echo early stilling technology found elsewhere in the world: specifically, the characteristic cooking utensils of the Far East, originated during the Shang and Zhou periods of 1600 to 221 BC. Again, scholars have pointed to archaeological evidence for these stills’ use on the west coast of Mesoamerica hundreds of years before the arrival of the Spanish.

					There are very often two sides to the pre-Hispanic-distillation coin, and strong arguments being made on both. But the evidence for pre-Hispanic distillation is already compelling, and only stands to grow as academic interest in the subject increases. Siembra Spirits’ David Suro, one of the industry’s most passionate voices on the subject, told me, “We have not dedicated enough time to our genesis as a culture of agave spirits. I truly believe that in five to ten years, everyone will agree that distillation started pre-Hispanically. We’re just waiting for more information to come forward.”

				

			

			Before we get into the modern history and production of this quintessential Latin spirit, a quick note on terminology.

			When it comes to agave distillates, most people in America (and many other places outside of Mexico) know of tequila long before they know of mezcal. Tequila is undoubtedly more popular worldwide; it has more celebrity-owned and star-studded brands, more rappers singing about it, more college students and resort-goers shooting it. Mezcal, by contrast, is not only lesser known but it is also “stronger” in flavor to many palates; it strikes many unaccustomed drinkers as having the same relation to tequila that, say, a very peaty single-malt Scotch whisky might have to bourbon. Consequently, people in America tend to think of mezcal as an offshoot of tequila, but in fact, it’s the other way around. In reality, we cannot have tequila without mezcal, and it makes sense for us to start—as I happened to have done accidentally in my own experience with Latin spirits—with mezcal.

			For hundreds of years, the word mezcal has been used generally, to describe any and all spirits made from the cooked heart of the agave. The word comes from two indigenous Nahuatl words, metl (referring to agave or maguey) and ixcalli (from ixca, meaning to bake or cook, and -tli, a noun suffix). Historically, anything—anything at all—distilled from the fermented liquid of a cooked agave was called mezcal, in this general sense. (The Spanish, early in their Mexican distillation experience, referred to pulque as vino de mezcal for this reason.) Just about every part of Mexico had its own history and process of mezcal production, representative of the local climate, land, native agaves, and (most important) cultural background. Tequila—one type of agave spirit distilled in one particular region of Mexico from one particular kind of agave—was originally a mezcal in this sense: all squares are four-sided shapes, all cognac is brandy, and all tequila, bacanora, raicilla, et cetera, are mezcal.

			Well…kinda.

			The confusion began in 1994, when—hoping to repeat the success that tequila had enjoyed abroad—the Mexican government decided to grant mezcal its own Denomination of Origin (DO). This legislation limited the states that could be legally recognized as producers of mezcal, laid down a set of parameters for making the spirit, and created a regulatory body, the Consejo Regulador del Mezcal (CRM), to ensure compliance with them. As with any legal restriction, this legally limited the meaning of the word mezcal to a very specific family of spirits, which has since led to a lot of complications. (We’ll get into that later.)

			As double-edged as the 1994 ruling was, it is nonetheless legally definitive; and so, for the purposes of this book, when I use the word mezcal, I will be using the term in its specific sense to mean an agave spirit coming from one of the recognized states listed in mezcal’s Denomination of Origin. When I mean “mezcal” in the general sense—as any spirit distilled from the fermented liquid of a cooked agave—I’ll use the terms agave distillate or agave spirit.
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					A fieldworker uses a spade and mallet to chop through the tough roots of an agave. San Baltazar Chichicapam, Oaxaca, Mexico.

				
			
			HISTORY

			Recorded evidence of the consumption of agave spirits in Mexico goes back almost to the earliest days of the Spanish occupation in the sixteenth century (and, I believe, much earlier). It is spectacular that these spirits and their traditions have managed to survive over so many centuries; they’ve certainly had to contend with plenty of opposition. In 1641, in the early days of the Spanish colonization efforts, the Spanish Crown enacted a tax (effectively amounting to a ban) on their new territories’ wine exports, in an effort to prevent the competition from harming Spanish producers back at home. This encouraged the production and exportation of distilled spirits all over Latin America, however it also resulted in a whole set of powerful, long-lasting social stigmas being attached to the new spirits both at home and abroad. In contrast to the “civilized” beverages still being imported from Europe for those who could afford them—cognac, Scotch, and so forth—the new agave spirits were dismissed as cheap firewater, the stuff of the uneducated and unworthy, and the reputation stuck. Long afterward—even into present times—agave spirits have been widely associated with a cheap yellow bottle, with or without a worm in it; this stigma held on well into the 1990s, when these distillates began to be popularly recognized for the fine, delicious distillates they are.

			But the spirits and the traditions that sprang up around them in Mexico endured nonetheless. In the early years of the wider popularization of agave spirits in the eighteenth century, the spirits were embraced by many as part of a unique Mexican national identity. Rather than imbibing the old European spirits that the hoity-toity set was drinking, a large portion of the country’s working population began to embrace agave spirits as their own, incorporating them first into the idea of Mexico as its own cultural entity, then, after the country gained independence throughout the turbulent nineteenth century, into its identity as a nation.

			The California gold rush of the mid-nineteenth century, largely fueled by the tequila of its south, first cemented the worldwide demand for agave spirits. Despite still being seen most often as a lower-class beverage, tequila was soon universal. When the Mexican Revolution came along to finally solidify Mexican independence in the early twentieth century, tequila became synonymous with Mexico. As Tomas Estes emphasizes in his book, The Tequila Ambassador, the importance of the spirit in this context cannot be overstated: the period “was part of an emotionally, spiritually charged Mexican epoch, as different mixes of Indian and European blood fought each other and helped define what their existence and identity was all about.… The destiny of this nation of people was being shaped and inspired by what was fast becoming their national drink. For those fighting for a new life, tequila was the perfect fuel. Tequila would warm, give courage, take away pain and stimulate dreams.”

			Just as the Mexican Revolution was coming to an end, another event of enormous significance for worldwide spirits consumption was beginning: American Prohibition. Mexico, being the closest neighbors to the south, experienced an immediate explosion of alcohol tourism, particularly in Tijuana and other easily accessible border towns. Tequila’s popularity soared as Americans began to make trips over, even for just one day at a time, to wet their palates with the “Mexican whiskey.”

			The 1950s and 1960s then saw tequila become more popular worldwide, and despite the blemish of baseness that still hung over the spirit, tequila producers began to grow larger and larger, giving rise to a new phenomenon: the global tequila industry. With powerful conglomerates investing millions in the spirit, more and more legal regulations arose to control its creation and earn money on its taxes, beginning with tequila’s official Denomination of Origin in 1977, the first DO to be recognized outside of Europe.

			Tequila quickly became the Latin spirit abroad—the best-known spirit south of the border in the United States and elsewhere. Today Americans drink it at an ever-increasing rate: in shots and cocktails, from cheap flasks to expensive collectible bottles. Readily adopted into pop culture by rappers and country musicians alike, it has made movie stars even richer than before as the hobby of tequila-making has taken hold in Hollywood. And in America as everywhere else, it’s known as the hard-party booze par excellence, as generation after generation of people young and old follow the mantra of “One tequila, two tequila, three tequila, floor” to delight and disaster.

			Mezcal’s global popularization came later, and more painfully. Up until the 1970s, the spirit was produced all over Mexico, almost exclusively in small, family-run distillery houses, or palenques or fabricas, each of which was connected to a number of neighboring communities. People would buy mezcal from their local mezcalero whenever they needed it for one collective purpose or another—generally festivals, parties, religious ceremonies, and so on. Then around this time, a few shady people within Mexico had an idea: why not make a great big amount of some cheaper, crappier spirit; slap the name “mezcal” on the bottle; and sell it at a lower price? Nobody had yet taken the time to specify what mezcal really was, so the shady producers figured that all the locals would care about was getting more bang for their buck.

			They were right. As Asis Cortés of El Jolgorio and Casa Cortés told me, during those years, the nearly four hundred small producers in operation in Oaxaca’s Santiago Matatlán, the “World Capital of Mezcal,” were priced out of business and narrowed down to just forty, and cheap knockoff “mezcal” dominated the market at home and abroad. Following Cortés around to a handful of surviving distilleries and farms in Santiago Matatlán, I saw some of the results of this narrowing-down, from the tiny and often down-to-the-dirt-basic traditional distilleries remaining to the shockingly large mezcal factories that arose to take their places.

			It was partly in response to this rampant unscrupulousness—though more out of a desire to capitalize on mezcal’s rising commercial viability, à la tequila—that mezcal was granted its own DO in 1994. This led to a tightening-down on the mezcal being produced, which helped open the door for better mezcal producers to evangelize their product abroad.

			The early 2000s brought an unpredicted interchange between traditional mezcaleros and foreign chefs and sommeliers, who recognized in mezcal a high-quality spirit worth paying for. A decade later, Oaxaca started to become a tourist destination; a few years after that, proper mezcal prices began to be accepted locally as more and more Mexican drinkers embraced their native spirit.

			Today, tequila and mezcal represent industries of prodigious size within Mexico. Both tequileros and mezcaleros large and small produce their spirits in conformity with a vast, constantly changing set of rules and regulations—rules as often cursed for the limitations they place on the spirits’ production as they are lauded for the protections they grant. These legal issues loom very large in the world of agave spirits today, and I will discuss them in greater detail later. For now, let’s get into the process by which these unique spirits are produced.

			PRODUCTION

			Venture out into the more rural areas where agave spirits are produced today, and you’ll find that the situation is still not too far from the romanticized image of a weathered man (or usually a man) going out into the hills with a donkey, harvesting a couple of wild agaves and bringing them back home to cook, grind up, ferment, and distill. In contrast to the well-established agricultural communities of the Tequila Valley, mezcal country is largely rural, and often small-scale in feel; I never know
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			APPENDIX

			Any syrups made over heat and brought to a boil can safely be kept refrigerated for up to 1 month. And any syrups made with fresh produce that have not been heated may be kept refrigerated for up to 2 weeks.

			All infusions and bitters in spirits more than 40 percent ABV are indefinitely shelf stable due to their high alcohol content. But when in doubt, refrigerate!

			Agave Syrup

			8 oz agave nectar

			4 oz water
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			Makes approximately 12 oz • Combine the agave and water in a blender and blend until fully integrated. Bottle.

			Cane Syrup

			1 cup cane sugar

			4 oz water
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			Makes approximately 1½ cups • Combine the sugar and water in a saucepan and bring to a simmer over low heat. Stir until the sugar is fully dissolved and integrated. Remove from the heat, let cool, and bottle.

			Cardamom Tincture

			½ cup ground cardamom pods

			750 ml Polmos Spirytus Rektyfikowany or other 190 proof everclear
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			Makes approximately 750 ml (1 bottle) after straining • Combine the cardamom and Spirytus in a food-safe container. Allow to sit unrefrigerated for 24 hours. Strain and bottle.

			Cinnamon Bark Syrup
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			10 g cinnamon bark (about 4 sticks, crushed)

			1 cup superfine sugar

			1 cup water

			Makes approximately 2 cups • Combine the cinnamon bark, sugar, and water in a saucepan and bring to a boil over medium heat, stirring so the sugar fully dissolves. Remove from the heat and let cool for 15 minutes. Run through a chinois strainer and then bottle.

			Demerara Syrup

			1 cup Demerara sugar

			4 oz water
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			Makes approximately 1½ cups • Combine the sugar and water in a saucepan and bring to a simmer over low heat. Stir until the sugar is fully dissolved and integrated. Remove from the heat, let cool, and bottle.

			Honey Syrup

			8 oz honey

			4 oz water
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			Makes approximately 12 oz • Combine the honey and water in a blender and blend until fully integrated. Bottle.

			House Aromatic Bitters

			1 oz Bitter Truth Aromatic Bitters

			1 oz Fee Brothers Old Fashion Aromatic Bitters

			Makes approximately 2 oz • Combine both bitters in a bowl and blend together. Rebottle.

			House Orange Bitters

			3 oz Regan’s Orange Bitters

			1 oz Angostura Orange Bitters
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			Makes approximately 4 oz • Combine both bitters in a bowl and blend together. Rebottle.

			Jalapeño-Infused Tequila

			4 jalapeños

			750 ml blanco tequila (I prefer tequila from the Tequila valley, such as Siembra Valles, Fortaleza, Arette, etc.)
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			Makes approximately 750 ml • Remove the stems from the jalapeños. Cut the jalapeños in half and scrape the core (seeds and membranes) of two into a food-safe container. Dice the remaining jalapeños and place into the food-safe container. Add the tequila and allow to infuse for 12 to 20 minutes, depending on spice level desired. Rebottle.

			Note: The recipe for the jalapeño tequila will vary because not all jalapeños are equally spicy. You need to taste it frequently to make sure it’s right. Ensure your tequila is not cold, as cold tequila will not infuse properly.

			Pineapple Syrup

			1 pineapple, cut into 1-inch cubes to yield about 28 oz

			1 qt superfine sugar
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			Makes approximately 2 qt • Combine the pineapple and sugar in a bowl and place in refrigerator to macerate for 4 hours. Blend with an immersion blender and then strain through a colander and then through a chinois into 2-quart jar.

			Saline Tincture

			1 Tbsp salt

			2 oz water
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			Makes approximately 2 oz • Combine the salt and water in a saucepan and bring to a simmer over low heat. Stir until the salt is fully dissolved and integrated. Remove from the heat, let cool, and bottle.

			Simple Syrup

			1 cup superfine sugar

			1 cup water

			Makes approximately 2 cups • Combine the sugar and water in a saucepan and bring to a simmer over low heat. Stir until the sugar is fully dissolved and integrated. Remove from the heat, let cool, and bottle.

			Vanilla Syrup

			1 vanilla bean

			1 cup superfine sugar

			1 cup water

			
				[image: ]
			

			Makes approximately 2 cups • Cut the vanilla bean in half and scrape the seeds into a saucepan. Add the remaining pod and the sugar and water to the pan and bring to a simmer over low heat. Stir until the sugar is fully dissolved and integrated. Remove from the heat and let cool for 20 minutes. Pour through a chinois strainer and then bottle.
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