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It is a beautiful spring day in rurai waterbury, verment, but for
the 12 students on this Friday afternoon, April 18, 2008, nothing exists except the coffes
in the little white bowls on the tables here at Coffee Lab International, where coffee gury

Mane Alves is teaching a wesk-long coffee cupping course. Those who pass all the tests will
qualify as a Specialty Coffee Association of America (SCAA) Cupping Judge and, with the
addition of a multiple-choice test of coffee knowledge, they might go on to be @ Graders,
the elite but growing world-wide group of coffee specialists who can certify coffes of the highest
quality. But few people pass all of the tests the first time around. Today is the last day of

the class.

The room is dark ather than dim red lights intended to make it impossible to tell ena roast color
trom another. This is the fitth and final triangulation test. On ezch table, there are six groups
of three cups each, Two of the three steeping brews are made from the same batch of beans,
from the same origin. One iz different. Through smell and taste, the students are supposed to

identify which of the cups in the triangle contains that rogue coffee.
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third was a full-

Each coffee

is scored for
fragrance/ aroma,
flavor, acidity, body,
uniformity, and clean
cup qualities.




Your Fellow Students

They hiwe Some from all over the place. Ed Canly works just down [he road
at Green Mounfain, as dioes Stacy Bocskor, whe attended briefly, just to
pass her remalning tests [she scored @ 98 on the sensory skill Lest, the best
parformance Alves has seen). Derek da |a Par is the quality control manager
for Peace Coffes in Minneagolis. Minnesota, Brad Bradhorst is the roaster for
Larry's Beans in Raleigh, Morth Caralina. Glenn Lathrop is the owneriroaster
af Desard Sun Coffes Roasters in Durangs, Colaradn, Mary Tellie owrs Elactes
City Roasting Company in Scranton, Pennsylvania. John Moare and Mancela
Crescente (3 Brazilanh represant Dallls Coffee of Guesns, Maw York, Jehn Ganl
is the head roaster for Gimme! Coffze, 3 Mew York espresso bar chain with
headquarlers in Ithaca, Mew York, Monika Firl, Desed n Monireal, Guebec, &
head of producer relations for Cooperative Coffess, a consortium of 23 Fair
Trade roasters in the LLS, and Caniada.

Maci Ozpur owns a coffeshouse in western Turkey, where he has trouble
finding high-quality beans, “| am not used to tasting coffess from different
origins, with different characteristics,” he says."This course has opened new
doors, but it's just 2 beginning for me" Yuan-Cheng Hu, who poes by Jake
n the U.5., owns a coffee shop in Taiwan,

Although most of the people make thelr living teom cothes, the course o
also popular with paopie wha just love coffiee and want to sharpen their skilts
in appreciating 11, Dennis Hopking, & 28-year-old wlira marathon manmer—
that's 50 miles per race—took Alves' roasting course, which he discovered
though Googhe, and 15 now back for more, He does reasl colles, bul only al
harme (thus far) for his own pleasura.

By the Lime | show up on Friday, e group has clearly bonded. Desgite
tha tension during the tests, they are rooting for one another, sharing stories,
laughing at colfee in-jokes over lunch, “Golng in, | was pretty inbimatad,”
Firl admits. I car usually find the best cups on the table. but |'ve never
bain able to explain or understand bhow | gol thens, 10 kind of ke getting
dressed im the dark. | didn't trust my olfactory capacities. But at Coffee
Lab, | found 2 detighttul Click to zoorm JREther we aganized gver the

distinguishing elements befween coffees.

Firl wasn L the anky one who Bell inlimidated al Tiest, “Some ol the folks
here are from companées that roast ower a million pounds & year,” Tellia says,
witile she is zlmoest @ one-worman show al by Elecing City. "But my abélily
to focus on the coffze dramatically improved each dey." Glenn Lathrop found
the firsl day of immersion “a bit of overload, ™ neting that he bad not fell such
pressure since his collage days. “Through the wesk, | rangad tha gamut from
frustration and quastioning 1o enlightenment and joy." Ba sivs, “somatimes

all in the same five minutes.”
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Intensa s the word that just about everspns uses to describe
the experience. "The week was a barrage of intense ewams.”
Brandhorst observes, “but the pace of it really helped me to

recannect with the flavors and sensations inherent in the beans.”

No ane has anything bt praise for Mané Alves, °| think Mang
is 3 great instructar,” Brandhorst says. “What | like about the
envirgnmanl harg i that it's all about the shanng of knowledge,
Mane doesn't hoard his data like trade secrets.” Tellie adds that
he is “a weabth of infarmation and obviowsly wery passionate aboul
coffes ™ Lathrop simply declares: "Mang is the AN He has an
unequated level of experience and knowledge, along with a sense

of humar.”

Meet the Professor

Alves, who grew up in Portugal, worked in the wing industry
hefore focusing on coffes. He runs Coffee Lab Infernational Dwww,
coffeelab.com}, a consulting and training firm, as well as Vermoni
Artisan Coffes and Tea, & specialty roaster, He spends about half his
time roaming the warld, leoking for the finest coftees, teaching the
art of coffee cupping, and judging internaticnal contests, In 2004,
Alvas Tirst taught the cupping course, which was devalaped by Ted
Lingle, then the SCAL executive director, and loseph Rivera, the
SCAL scienlific director. Unlil recently, Alves taught it primarily in
Brazil and lapan, hut beginning in 2008 he has begun to offer the
coursa four bmes a year in Vermont.

Alves neginag each course by cupping one coffee that he has
scored araund eight out of 10, which is “excellent,” while a ning
or abowe is “outstanding." He explains the process of smelling the
freshly graund coffes dry [fragrance). then smelling it wet (aroma),
letting it steep for four minutes, breaking the crust, smelling again,
skimming the top, then cupping repeatadly ovar an hour-and-a-halt
as It cools. This calibration gets students gato the same coffes
paga, and within a few days, it s remarkable how their scores
coalence, narowing to a group consensus, Each coffes s scored
for fregrancefaroma, flavar, acidity, body, uniformity, and clean cup
nualities, then given an overall score, All scores are entered intn 2
PDA that Alves invented and named a Port-o-fab, He can load the
results easily into his computar, whese ne can fabulate the results,

Studemts in Mané Alves' cupping class truly bond throughout the
week-long intensive workshop, though the final test of thair skills
in pimcuted individually, as evidenced when the author (at bottom)
jumqped in for 3 Gaste,
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Cupping Curriculum
The first day, Alves intreduces vials cantaining salty, sour, and
acidic splutions of varying intensity, Trainees have to identify which

15 which, and at whal lewl, one, bwa, or thres, for each. Then thay
Click to zoom
ane swestness—and asked o ioenmmyremramypEapeeTail that tes)

are given a mixture—perhaps wif" 1 and level
when it iz given on Wednesday, so it is given again on Thursday. “1
Tadled the sensory Lesl the firsl theee Tirmas | 1ook L7 Alves revedls
He thinks that his wouth in Portugal, whers drinks are dosad with
suggarn, reduced his sensitivily Lo sweetness

The first day's Maz di Caté vials teach and test for enzymatics,
the odors suck & koney, wanilla and apricot produced at the
heginning of a rogst. The second dey tests for suges browning,
loingt subthe  ditferences
hazelnut—anothar notoriousty difficelt test that many people
fadl, Other chalbenges of the weak include distinguishing betwean

far batween  roasted peanut and

types of acid, such &s phasphorie, citric, malic, and acetic, and
idantifving gresn bean delects, such as the sourmess produced by

bacteria, ar fermented black beans, or broca infestation.
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lahn Gank (1eft) of New Yark and Derel Paz of Minnesota tried oul
the Mez du Calé wials in class,

Finally, there o5 the raast dentilication test, using an Agtron
machine to determine whether the roast cobor fite within defined

parameters. Thal comes nest during rmy visit on Friday, and

peaple are pulling out thar hair, Mone of the samplas saem fo be

quite right, though some are very close. At the direction of ther
fiendisn instructar, all of the samples have, in fact, besn over- or
under-raasted

Alwes enjoys teaching the SCAA Cupping Judge courses
(31,250 far the waek), imparting hiz enthusiasm and keowledge
o stisdents, regardless of thear prior level of expertiza. But he has
learned not to be quite so fiendish with his Japaness students, who
take the courses incredinly saricusly. They show up at & a.m. and
stay unlil L1 pom. it allewed. “The Bracilians are the opposite,”
he says. They love to party, and Alves has trouble getting them
e stop talking, which is a distraction during a serious cupping
sesston, The students who come to Vermont seem 1o be in a
mid-range—they are taking the course guite seriously, but they are
&lse having a good time. learning 1o sample and rate some of the
world's bast l:l:l""?ii-.m
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