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Peerless’ Colombian Coffee Tops Taste Test

BY TOM SIETSEMA
akland's Peerless Coffee
lived up to its lofty billing
In a recent blind tasting of 13
popular Bay Area brews held at
the Californiz Culinary Acade-
my in San Francisco.
A panel of gix local coffee ex-
perts brought together by The

Chronicle judged Peerless — like
the rest of the competing sum-
ples, a medium-roast Colombian
coffee — to be “bright, clean and
deliclous” with a “good balance
of complex flavors,” “lively col
or” and “subtle finish.”

By far the bestrated cup,
Peerless was trailed by Has
Beans, Capricorn, Thanksgiving,
Royal Ground, Freed Teller &

Freed, Caffe Trieste, Splnelli,
Uncommon Grounds, Starbucles,
Mr. Espresso, Caffe Roma and
Peaberry’s — samples represen-
tative of the greater Bay Area's
coffee overflow, which s distin-
guished by an estimated 50 cof-
fee roasters,

Besides flavor, what else
pushes Peerless — which roasted
its first bean in 1924 — to the

head of the pack?

*We spend a lot of time hand-
selecting beans” says Warren
Muller, director of commodities
and quality control at Peerles,
which roasts over 3 million
pounds of coffee beans a year
and counts Stars and the Ritz-
Carlton as clients. “It makes a
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difference.”
{Though Peerless sells its coffee

provides thousands of restaurants,
botels and gourmet food shops
around the country with its beans.
Tzl sources for Peerless coffee

In addition to Peerless, the
judges also applauded the cups of
Colombian produced by Has Beans
("different than the rest,” “com-
plexity in nose and finish™); Capri-
corn (“good flavor,” “delicate™);
and Thanksgiving (“sweet and
mild,” “most intense, compiex aro-
ma"L

Had {t not been for the seduc-
tve coffes aromas wafting from
the bar of the cooking school's se-
date Careme Room, the coffee ex-
periment could have pazsed for a
wing tasting, given the spit buck-
etz on the tables and the exagger-
ated slurping nolses made by the
judges as they drank their way
through the samples. (Slurping
pulls vapors into the nose and
spreads the fluid evenly across the
tongue to make nerve endings re-
sponsive to sweet, salty, sour and
bitter notes, say professional cof-
fee tasters)

Coffee purveyors were invited
'0 submit packages of thelr “Amer-
lcan” (or medium roast) Colombian
coffee beans within 24 hours of the
:amples being uniformly ground,
measured and prepared by cull-

Popular Peet's sells no medium-
Toast coffees)

BUYER BEWARE

%o he Home Book.” a
popular 1920s British

compendium of recipes
and household hints tells
readers how to spot adul-
terated coffee: “If the
ground coffee is pure, it
will float: if it's loaded up
with chicory, it will sink.”

The tasting featured 100 per-
cent Colombian beans b “al-
most every coffee purveyor offers
them, and Colombian coffee Is
probably . the bestselling,” says
Robert Hensley, president of the
Coffee Training Institute in Bur-
lingame. Even though the beans
were simllar, says Hensley, who of-
fered advice prior to the tasting,
“small differences In degrees of
roast make major differences in
taste characteristics.”

Colombian beans are also more
consistent in quality and are
grown year-round, which make
them better candidates than house
blends for comparison. Among
other factors, house blends are
subject to substitutions and sea-
sonal availability, say coffee indus-
try insiders.

And because the tasting focus-
ed on the home coffee drinker,
identical Krups-brand electric
drip machines — rated No.1 by
Consumer Reports — were used to
brew the coffees. All were made
with bottled water.

A panel of independent sip-
pers, all experienced coffee drink-

ers, brought to the table a wide
range of authority.

The tasters included importer
Erna Knutsen, president of Knut-
sen Coffees in San Francisco, and
the 1991 recipient of an award for
outstanding contributions to the
industry from the Speclalty Coffee
Association of America; Kenneth
Davids, author of “Coffee: A Guide
to Buying, Brewing & Enjoying,”
and a forthcoming book on espres-
30; Daryl Ross, the proprietor of
Caffe Strada in Berkeley, which
sells 3,500 espressos a day; Thomas
Cara, the man behind the epony-
mous espresso shop on Pacific Ave-
nue in San Francisco, who's credi-
ted with introducing the cirty to
Italian espresso machines shortly
after World War IL

Rounding out the group were
Nick Peyton, maitre d’ at the Rits-
Carlton Hotel, and Quinn McKen-
na, a manager of One Market res-
taurant. Both are entrusted to seek
out an exemplary cup of coffee for
their respective restaurants.

Judges closely followed guide-
lines used by professionals in the
coffee industry. The brews were
either slurped or spooned from
medium-thick coffee cups and
each beverage was evaluated on a
scale of 0 (poor) to 2 (excellent) in
seven categories: aroma, acidity,
body, intensity, sweetness, finish
and balance,

Fourteen points was the high-
est individual rating possible;
Peerless’ score ranged from six to
134

-

HOW LOCAL COFFEES STACK UP

H-.re are the results of the blind coffes fasting conducted recently at the
California Culinory Acodemy. Judges” follow, -

The group fasted Colombi ol sted coffes ond ined saven

coffes charocteristics. The highest possible score ks 84 points.

1. PEERLESS (562.5 pointsh "sweet, bolonced, subthe finish, good bal-
once of complex Havors, lively color, bright, delicious, a nice cleon

cup”

2. HAS BEANS (51 points): "different thon the rest, complexity in nose
and finish, solid coffes, fuller thon some others, tosty

3. CAPRICORN (50.5 points): "good flaver, delicate, light in body, bit
tor, woody”

4. THANKSGIVING (48.5 points)h “middle of the rocd, most intense,
complex aroma, light, cleon, sweet ond mild coffes”

5. ROYAL GROUND (45,5 points) “winey, nice boloncs, seems full-
bodied, perhaps a bit flat, duil, flat, simpls, Beed it

6. FREED TELLER & FREED (39.5 polnts): “great aroma, starts out full,
butleaves you wonting mors, in general OK, pleasent, a kittle flat,
thin, insipid, sweet” g

7. CAFFE TRIESTE (38.5 pointsh "good addity, goed body, complex,
OK but flat, mild, papery toste, thin flavors, dull, smoky/bumed flo-
vOr sy

8, SPINELLI (38 pointi): “decent full body, wall balanced, cleon but not
Interesting, mild, foo simple and flat, ordinary”

B. UNCOMMON GIOUNDE(?S pdrlr.l}: ‘lplddl. of the road, ecidic

butnet gh *frult” %o g ond inviting, mild, notin-
teresting”

9. STARBUCKS (37 pointik “CK, little not a knockout, a little
flat, a litte complex, a litte flavor®

10. MR. ESPRESSO (33 pointa): “non-distinct, nics, thin, plecscm but
uninteresting, weck, good place to start i yoy like instont, swest,
short, small taste, a bit lacking in ocidhy, flat slight finish”

11. CAFFE ROMA (28.5 points)h “geod body, subtle, locks ocidity,
livaliness, aroma OK but let’s you down, nét complex, bitter off fle-
vor, acceptable, not exciting, doesn't invite the second cup”™

12. PEABERRY’S (23.5 points): "not full-bodied, very bland /would
throw out if given to me, woody, popary, thin, bod finish, leaves me

cold ond a little sad, ordinary”

Testers included importer Ema Knutsen, president of Knutsen Coffees in
Son Francisco; Kenneth Davids, author of *Coffes: A Guide fo Buy;‘lp,
Brewing & Enjoying,  and a forthcoming book on espresso; Daryl Ross,
the proprietor of Caffe Stroda in Berkeley; and Th Cora, founder of
Thomas Cora Ltd. and the mon credited with introducing the city fo ltalion
e3presso mochines shortly offer World Wor Il

Other judges were Nick Peyton, martre d’ ot the Ritz-Carifon Hotel, and
Quinn McKenna, a monager of One Market restouront.
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