Article for Fresh Cup Magazine by Willem J. Boot

Cupping = Pride = Profits

Whenever I am teaching coffee workshops, I always ask my students how often they actually get to the heart of the matter by cupping their precious coffee products. In some cases, my students tend to be excellent liars by stating that they cup their coffees at least  three times a week. Some coffee importers even admit that only one out of six clients actually cups the green coffee samples. One out of six! Coffee roasters, retailers and wholesalers, grab your tasting spoon and let's change the world! 

So what, exactly, is cupping coffee?  It involves a complete systematic methodology of investigating the true nature of green coffee beans, including: smelling and inspecting the green beans, roasting and grinding the sample, smelling during roasting and grinding, testing the aroma and then finally the tasting. To me, cupping coffee is so fascinating because it is like an ultimate chess game between your senses, your investigative mind and Mother Nature. And if you have done all the steps well, if you're really sharp, then the bean will always reveal its naked truth. Do you have to be a coffee expert to cup coffee? No! Do you need an excellent pallet to be a coffee cupper? Not necessarily! What you really need is an open mind, a clean pallet and a healthy sense for curiosity, and you should never be afraid to be "wrong" about what you taste. If the coffee tastes like 'wet dogs' to you, then it does, if the coffee triggers a honeymoon memory, enjoy it! One of the reasons why most coffee professionals do not cup their coffee is simply because they think that they are not good at it. There are these so-called 'coffee experts' who may try to impress you with their snobby attitude about cupping coffee. One can hear them make statements like "I didn't taste any interesting coffees this year" while keeping their nose high in the air, waiting for confirmation and admiration. Again, just ignore these folks and don't be afraid to taste what you taste, to feel what you feel, to think what you think. I always like to use analogies when it comes to cupping coffee. When I was nine years old, my mother took me for the first time to a classical concert. I was impressed and disturbed by all the action on the podium, by the fury of the brass instruments and by the tender, gentle strokes of the violins. Being a novice, I could hardly follow the music. The more I went to hear other concerts, the more I could distinguish melodies, harmonies and I started to 'understand' the music. The same is true with cupping coffee. Once you frequently start cupping coffee, soon you will recognize the different tones of acidity in various Guatemalan coffee samples. You will blindly identify the aroma of your favorite Kenya AA. You will indulge in the sweet and winey 'finesse' of an Ethiopian Yirgacheffe. And, you will instantly smell 'ferment' in one of those hidden defective samples. However, here are some rules for the game:

Rule number 1: Always compare. Ignore the sweet talk of your coffee broker about the beautiful balance of coffee A. Trust your own impressions and senses and always cup a sample of coffee B (from the same origin) for comparison. Preferably add sample C (from the same origin, from last year) to the cupping session.

Rule number 2: Always cup your coffee blind. The beautiful name of coffee "Humptidum" can trigger an expectation, which will influence your perception and your tasting experience. Also, cupping blind is the best training tool for any novice coffee cupper.

Rule number 3: Be consistent. This includes weighing the sample to be roasted, monitoring the roast color of the sample, weighing the sample before grinding, cleaning the grinder and grinding each sample separately. It involves much more, and I encourage you to develop a written protocol for your cupping exercise. 

Rule number 4: Keep your pallet clean. Cupping coffee right after lunch is a waste of time. The best cupping moments of the day start right before you are getting hungry. For example, I cup best between 10 am and 12 noon and I like to cup coffee between 4 and 6 PM. 

Rule number 5: Be quiet! Don't talk until everyone is finished with the entire cupping session. Especially the curious cuppers tend to brag after that 'wonderful cup' or to exclaim 'yuck' after that ferment defect.

Rule number 6: Clear your mind and open yourself. Like the Zen-Buddhists say: "Think Hard of Nothing". I have had the best cupping experiences while being relaxed, eager and investigative at the same time. 

Dear roaster, retailer, wholesaler, cupping coffee brings profits right into your pocket! Over the years, I have worked with more than 300 different coffee companies. I can personally testify that a good cupping routine creates higher commitment to the company's products and it creates better salesmanship and pride with all employees in the company. 

Summarized: Cupping = Pride = Profits.

Willem J. Boot is president of Boot Coffee Consulting & Training, a firm specializing in quality management programs for coffee companies. Additional services range from advice on green coffee purchasing to the design of signature coffee blends. Willem Boot can be reached at 415 - 380 1999.
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