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Introduction

The histories of distilled spirits are often hazy and it can be difficult to pinpoint when exactly a new type of spirit is born. And while agave spirits have been made in Mexico for longer than the modern country has existed, somewhere around the end of the 19th century, in the lowlands of Jalisco, something began to change. Mezcaleros in and around the town of Tequila began to favour blue agave in the fermentation and distillation of their local spirit. At the same time, they found that cooking the agaves with indirect steam in above-ground ovens gave the spirit a cleaner flavour and so they abandoned the traditional earthen pit ovens, which tended to impart a smokier character. It is possible that simply one of these modifications would have caused mezcal made in Tequila to be just another regional variant that did not stand out. But together, they acted like lenses that combined to snap tequila into focus as something related, and yet altogether different.

Tequila is fascinating because it is a spirit permeated with tradition and yet it is simultaneously thoroughly modern. This dual nature means that tequila uses the language and terminology from its native roots in Mexico, its colonial and revolutionary past, its embrace of new technologies, as well as its long love affair with the United States of America. This mestizo vocabulary is made up of legal, production, botany and cocktail terms that may not always be immediately clear. With hundreds of defined terms, The Tequila Dictionary is the perfect resource for both aficionados and for those looking to learn more about this wonderful, and sometimes misunderstood spirit.

Like many others before me, I was introduced to tequila through cocktails. While I found the Tequila Sunrise to be overly sweet, the Margarita was fantastic, and I found tequila able to shine through the citrus and sweetener. This experience drove me to learn more about tequila in its various forms (blanco, reposado, añejo and extra añejo), and to explore other agave spirits being made both inside and outside of Mexico. Along the way, I’ve met people who have sworn off tequila as well as those to have devoted good portions of their lives to this enchanting spirit. But no matter where one might fall in this spectrum, there is no denying that tequila and its sister spirits from agave offer an interesting view into the history, culture and economics of Mexico and its intertwined relationship with the United States of America.

As a dictionary, you the reader are free to choose your own adventure and follow your interests and questions wherever they lead. Whether you dive in headlong or dip into the book occasionally, you are bound to find tequila to exist in a fascinating world that can be both serious and technical as well as fun and light hearted. Either way, grab a snifter of añejo or a Margarita and enjoy.

—Eric Zandona
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