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Introduction

‘Coffee has never been better than it is today. Producers know more than ever before about growing coffee and have access to more varieties and specialist growing techniques. Coffee roasters have never before been so likely to appreciate the importance of using freshly harvested coffee beans, and their understanding of the roasting process continues to improve. There are now more and more cafés selling really good coffee, using the best equipment and training their staff more effectively.’

I wrote these words as the introduction to the first edition of this book, over ten years ago. A great deal has changed in the world of coffee since then, and speciality coffee in particular, but I’m happy to find that these words still ring true. What has changed most of all has been the audience for great coffee. It has grown in a way few of us could have imagined, and delicious coffee, which was once the realm of the hobbyist or a fringe interest, is now widely embraced, adopted and enjoyed.

The seeds of this book came from wanting to own a book that didn’t exist, a guidebook to the world of coffee that gave me context, detail and explanation. It still surprises me that I got to write it, and that now I get to update and improve it with this wider audience in mind.

The coffee industry is enormous and has spread around the world. Today, our best estimate is that 125 million people depend on coffee production for their livelihood, and coffee is consumed in every part of the globe. Coffee is entwined with both the economic and cultural histories of so many countries yet very few coffee drinkers have, in the past, scratched the surface to see what is underneath. For many, coffee is what powers their work. Yet while many people may not have explored the world of coffee, a large portion of coffee drinkers are seeking out coffee that has been sourced carefully, sold traceably and brewed well.

The coffee industry can be separated into two distinct areas: commodity and speciality. In this book we will primarily be dealing with speciality coffees. The coffee industry has struggled for years to give a clear definition of ‘speciality’, but for me these are coffees that are defined by their quality and by how good they taste, and for this reason are sold at a premium compared to commodity coffee. Their origin is important, as this will often determine their flavour. ‘Commodity coffee’ is the term used to describe coffees that are not traded on their quality but are considered simply to be ‘coffee’. Where they are grown doesn’t matter much, nor when they were harvested or how they were processed. Commodity coffee has defined the way that much of the world thinks about coffee – a generic product from somewhere tropical; an eﬃcient, if bitter, way to get caffeine into the bloodstream and to clear the mind in the morning.

The idea that one might drink coffee for pleasure, to delight in its complexity of flavour, has rapidly spread, especially in the last decade. Most people would accept that there is a spectrum of quality in coffee, although they may not agree on which ones are ‘better’! There are many differences between the production and international trade of speciality coffees and commodity coffees as they are quite different products.

While this new world of coffee has boomed, it has remained a little intimidating. The language of coffee is foreign to most people, and many cafés are eager to share the story of the coffee they brew: its variety, its post-harvest processing or the people behind it. This can be overwhelming or frustrating. This book is written to make sense of that language, to give context to the stories of the cups of coffee you drink, to highlight what makes each farm or cooperative different and interesting. At first, the sheer diversity of coffees and the huge volume of information available can be off-putting. However, once you start to understand a little more about coffee, the diversity of flavour and the ‘why’ of its differences are the very things that make it so compelling. I hope this book serves you well.

All of this is not to say that the future of coffee is simple and without significant problems that it will have to contend with. The balance in the market, between supply and demand, has been on a knife edge for some time. There is growing demand for coffee, but also for speciality coffee specifically. Meeting that demand faces some challenges – climate change continues to be deeply disruptive and challenging in coffee lands, and there is a looming crisis of labour. Already, in many producing countries, the average age of a coffee farmer is late fifties, if not sixties. Finding labour to pick coffee has always been hard, but now finding labour for farm management is also hard. People don’t want to be coffee farmers; people don’t want to work in coffee. Coffee has been too cheap for too long. That is going to change, and the demand being so high will make coffee much more expensive in the coming years.

This is no bad thing, but this is a moment when I cannot help but feel that we have perhaps reached a kind of ‘peak coffee’, specifically for the coffee drinker. There is so much choice, and the best coffee in the world is (compared to so many other things in food and drink that we cherish) relatively inexpensive compared to the worst of coffee. I do not know if this can last much longer. I think we may look back on these times fondly and realize how lucky we were to drink and enjoy coffee. That mindfulness has deepened my appreciation for coffee, and I hope it also brings a little more pleasure to every cup of coffee you drink.
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This 19th-century painting by Megerdich Jivanian depicts a coffee house in Constantinople, where customers are enjoying an evening of coffee, music and pipe smoking.
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