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On the Front Cover
El Tequileno Tequila
Born in the Highlands, made in Tequila. Mexico’s Best Kept Secret
Available in the US, Canada, and Great Britain

www.tequileno.com

On the Inside Cover
Masuave Tequila
Masuave has a superior flavor & smoothness that originates from our 100%
Blue Weber Agave. A brand born in St. Louis and raised in Jalisco.

www.masuave.com

editor's note
July is upon us already!

This month, we have interviews with
Monica Sanita, Founding Partner of
Siempre Tequila, and Gunther
"Carlos" Maier, Founding Partner of
Santo Cuviso Bacanora and Sotol.
Both of these brands have won Brand
of Promise Awards from Tequila
Aficionado, so be sure to check out the
interviews here as well as watch our
reviews on YouTube.
You'll also see a new face in our
Tasting Team (TJs) this month! Skip
Falconer passed our Catador Course
with flying colors and graciously
accepted our invitation to join the
team. His final exam was a tasting of
Rooster Rojo Tequila and is also
available to watch on
TequilaAficionado.com
You can enjoy all this and more in this
issue of Tequila Aficionado Magazine.

Lisa Pietsch
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Monica Sanita – Siempre Tequila
Monica Sanita is a relative newcomer to the Tequila Industry.
Launching the brand Siempre with her partner and co-founder, Alex Lacroix in 2015, this
talented artist put everything on the line to make their dream come true.
The Mexican-Canadian couple--in search of leaving behind a story worth sharing-- quit
their jobs, took their life savings, faced impossible odds and grew Siempre from one
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market and 1008 bottles to a multiple award winning, ultra-premium spirit.
In an industry known to pave over dreams under several miles of asphalt and tar,
Siempre’s symbol of love and hope, a simple rose, is prominently displayed on its label.
***
How would you describe your experiences as a woman in a primarily male
dominated industry? What are the challenges you face when dealing with the male
dominated Tequila/Mezcal/Bacanora Industries?
When you’re working in the tequila business how can any day not be a great day? Truth
is yes, every day is a great day, but every day is also a challenging one. A day with big
highs, but even bigger lows. Obstacles like no other--high stakes and higher stress.
For me, as a young woman in the very male dominated spirits industry, working as a
pirate distiller the cooler name for a contract distiller, I’ve had some of the best and worst
experiences. I’ve
never worked so hard
and been so stressed,
but I’ve also never
been happier. To
create something out
of nothing, to have
everything on the line
and make life altering
decisions daily is no
easy feat, but I
wouldn’t change it for
the world.
How have you been
able to change things
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within the Tequila/Mezcal/Bacanora Industries?
It’s only been 4 years since my partner and I decided to quit our jobs at top Toronto
advertising agencies to follow our dreams and make tequila. While it feels like it’s been
a lifetime, these short 4 years have been filled with learning, making mistakes and trying
to understand the nuances of the highly regulated tequila industry.
Every day I see examples of how often we, as people, fail to achieve change because we
don’t really
understand what
we’re dealing with.
Change is hard and
takes time but I’m
working towards
making a positive
contribution in the
Tequila space. But
to be successful,
one must first
develop a skillset
that makes that
success more likely.
And the first
component of that is
to see the industry
the way it really is, and not the way we’d like it to be or the way we feel and fear it to be.
And that’s what I’m working on at the moment.
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What do you see as the future of women working within the
Tequila/Mezcal/Bacanora Industries?
I think the future can be anything we want it to be. If we want to see more women in the
tequila industry then women need to get more involved in the industry. I’m not naive, I
know it doesn’t happen quite that easily but you need to start somewhere. And I think it
starts with women like us that made that choice to tackle a male dominated industry,
haven’t taking no for an answer, and work every day to play a lead role in the roles we
play.
What facets of the
Tequila/Mezcal/Bacan
ora Industries would
you like to see
change?
This is a tough one. I
don’t think I have an
answer yet. And I
think this is one of the
reasons why creating
change in anything is
so hard. Whether it’s
change in your
company, the industry
you work in, or the world, positive change is made by understanding the industry and
making factually correct observations about what is happening in the space.
Do you approve of how Tequila/Mezcal brands are currently marketing themselves?
All brand owners have a choice. As one, we’ve chosen to market our brand to reflect our
beliefs, personality and positive intentions. I approve of any brands doing this - taking
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pieces of their own life experiences, heritage or traditions to create something positive. I
don’t think there is anything wrong with this.
We use the rose in our branding - both dead and alive. For us, the rose symbolizes the
beauty grown out of hard work, of seeing the bright side in things, and of turning
negatives to positives but seeing the beauty in both.
Inspiring beauty in all things, our branding and messaging celebrate the struggle,
perseverance and dedication of an independently-owned brand navigating through the
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highly competitive spirits industry.
We believe our brand embodies the essence of Mexico in its name, vision and spirit and
we think that’s worth raising a glass to.
Is there anything you’d like to say to women who may be contemplating entering
and working in the Tequila/Mezcal/Bacanora Industries in one form or another?
If you want it, then go for it. Take the risk knowing that if you want something you’ve
never had you need to be willing to do things you’ve never done.
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San Diego Spirits Festival is all about LIFESTYLE
Make San Diego your Lifestyle Destination and Join us for Year 12
Come TASTE San Diego's COCKTAIL CULTURE
San Diego Spirits Festival is THE major Cocktail Culinary and Cultural extravaganza
celebrated annually each summer on San Diego Bay.
The goal of the San Diego Spirits Festival is to advance the industry and all that it
encompasses via market launches, industry advancement and exposure, product
innovation, education, and a good time filled with entertainment camaraderie and just
good fun.

From Babes to Boss Ladies and
Profiles in Agave Spirits, Volumes 1-9,
all in one incredible encyclopedia of
Who's Who in Agave Spirits

David Catching - Rancho de la Luna Mezcal
Gaston Martinez – Izo Agave Spirits
Gildardo Partida – Adictivo Tequila
Ray McBride - Karma Tequila
Rodrigo Cedano Ortiz – Tequila Tromba
Miguel Angel López Olvera - Master Mezcalier
Rolando Cortes Hernandez - Casa Cortes
León Bañuelos Hernandez - Tequilas El Mexicano
Jonathan Darby – Sin Gusano
Eliot Logan-Hines – Andean Spirits
Steffin Oghene - El Tequileño Tequila
Michael N. Brette, J.D. – Comisario Tequila
Jordan Haddad – Acre Mezcal
Edward F. Ted McDonnell Jr. – Siempre Tequila
Marco Antonio Cedano Núñez – Tromba Tequila
Carlos Del Valle – Victoria y Honor Tequila

Ana Maria Romero Mena - Maestra Tequilera
Dr. Ana Valenzuela-Zapata – Signo Tequila
Sophie Decobecq – Calle 23 Tequila
Carmen Alicia Villarreal Treviño – Casa San Matias Distillery
Lisa Elovich – One With Life Tequila
Graciela González Cortes - El Mayor Tequila
Lisa Barlow – Vida Tequila
Marie Sarita Gaytán – Author of Tequila! Distilling the Spirit of Mexico
Cleo Rocos - AquaRiva Tequila
Sarah Bowen – Author of Divided Spirits
Kim Brandi – KAH and Sangre De Vida Tequilas
Judy Rivera – Sino Tequila
Melly Barajas – Sino Tequila
Anahí Rivera – 1921 Tequila
Leticia Aceves Alvarez – Embajador Tequila
Erika Vargas Flores - Altos Cienega Unidos Distillery
Terray Glasman – Amorada Tequila
Jaclyn Jacquez – Don Cuco Sotol
Barbara Sweetman – Scorpion Mezcal
Karla Amtmann – Santo Diablo Mezcal
Adriana Torres – Pascola Bacanora
Laura Espinoza Alonso - Association of Women of Bacanora and Mexican Maguey
Elle France – Cosa Salvaje Tequila Sofia Partida – Partida
Tequila Carey Clahan and Sydney Rainin-Smith – Laughing Glass Cocktails
Isis Ramirez – Casa Ambar Tequila
Iliana Partida – Tres Agaves Distillery
Monica Sanita – Siempre Tequila
Paola Basseliz – Torus Real Tequila
Ilana Edelstein – Patron Tequila
Refugio “Ric” Contreras - Tequila Project Management Consultant
Phillip Bayly - Consejo Regulador del Mezcal
Martin C. Duffy – Glencairn Crystal
Blair Salisbury – El Cholo Restaurant
Alex Delgado, DipWSET - Epitome Wines & Spirits Consultants
Martin Pazzani - Tears of Llorona
Joe Cruz Jr. – YaVe Tequila
Martin López Alvarez – TAU Tequila
Esteban Luis Soto – Amorada Tequila
Ryan Berry “Don Ryno” – Ryno Tequila
Octavio Herrera Ortega – Tierra Noble Tequila
Sergio Gutiérrez Torres - Tequila Cruz del Sol
HP Eder “El Padre” – Padre Azul Tequila and Xiaman Mezcal
Mena Jibran – Tanteo Tequila
William Holdeman – Event Producer
Bernadette Guerrero - Mezcal Lixcho
Megan Capriccio – Vikera Tequila
Rafael Loza – Imperio Real Tequila
Mario Gomez - Tequila Casa Sin Sins
Alan Ruesga-Pelayo - Tequila Cazadores
Carlos G. Maier – Santo Cuviso Bacanora and Sotol

Francisco Javier Gonzalez Garcia Shawn Harlan – Rosa Espinosa Tequila
Jim Riley – Business Consultant
Rhonda Withers - The Margarita Mum
Alejandro Sanchez - Mezcal La Leyenda
Marcos Higareda – Desmadre Tequila
Lilly Rocha – Sabor Latino
Laura Jiménez–Beltrán – Tequila Bonanza
Andres Garcia – Embajador Tequila
Valerie Alcalde Bussey - Sotol Rarámuri
Gerardo López-Piña G & Chef Rodrigo López-Piña G. – Antidoto Mezcal
Chris Cardenas – Anger Mgmt Tequila
Kirk Agostini – Abre Ojos Tequila
Yamhed Torres – Tezcazul and Ryno Tequilas
Wayne Rezunyk – De La Tierre Maple Liqueur Tequila
Liz Edwards - Founder/Director San Diego Spirits Festival
Germán González Gorrochotegui – Tears of Llorona
Henry Preiss – Preiss Imports
Macrina Montes Pelayo AKA Vicky Leyva – Tequila Azul Imperial
Desmond Nazareth – Agave India
Dave Blunier – Dulce Dorado Tequila
Eleana Nuñez Orozco – Mezcal Consultant
Taylor Grieger – Cape Horn Tequila
Humberto Ojeda – Casa San Matias
Jack Limon – Papadiablo Mezcal
Sonia Lopez – Cabresto Imports
Mtro. Ramon Gonzalez Figueroa - Director General, Tequila Regulatory Council
Michael Rowe and Michael Ellis – Tezcazul Tequila
Sarah Joanna Kennan – Leonista Agave Spirit
Jennifer Aspell – Casa Agave
Robert A. Rivas, Esq. - Ropers Majeski
Juan Bernardo Torres Mora - Tequila Business Advisor
Dave Dinius – Tequila Aficionado Tequila Jockey
Allen Binford Carter - Talero Organic Tequilas/K&J Beverage Group LLC
Victor Montiel – Montejima Tequila
Trent Fraser - Volcan De Mi Tierra Tequila
Chris Moran - Ghost Tequila
Jason M. Fandrich – Cuestion Tequila
Thibault Gobilliard – Goby Spirits
Felipe de Herida – Tequila Aficionado Tequila Jockey
Yaremi Navar Quiñones - Sotol Flor del Desierto and Sotol Onó
Stewart Lawrence Skloss - Pura Vida Tequila
Alberto Callejo Torre - Derechito Tequila
Ben Schroder – Pensador Mezcal
Henry Morita – Azulana Tequila
Mel Abert Sr., Connie Abert, Mel Abert Jr. – Novel Spirits Collection
Todd Bottorff – T.C. Craft Tequila
Gregorio Vázquez - El Brillante Azul Tequila
Debbie Medina Gach – Senor Rio Tequila
Bingo Richey - Rancho de La Luna Spirits
David Catching - Rancho de la Luna Mezcal
Gaston Martinez – Izo Agave Spirits

300 E. Colorado Blvd, Suite 214,
Pasadena Ca. 91101
at Paseo Colorado
(626) 795-5800

Our Newest Tasting
Team Member
Please welcome our newest member of the Tequila Aficionado Tasting Team and
recent graduate of the Consumer Catador Course, Skip Falconer.
@tequilasensei

Tasting Team

@DiniusDave

@9Teen84

@EZDrinking

@SenorSilverman

Tasting Team

@Felipe.De.Herida

@Timberelk

@twotontahona

@MattMetras

Carlos G. Maier – Santo Cuviso Bacanora and Sotol
Biography:
Carlos completed a three year photography apprenticeship and later earned a bachelor's
egree in Marketing Communications and Design in Stuttgart, Germany. He then headed
to the US to work as an art director/creative director in well known large and small
boutique New York City Ad agencies.
This gave him the mojo he needed to eventually co-found his own advertising agency in
Philadelphia, SFGT Advertising.
His work for clients like Mercedes-Benz, IBM, Dow Jones Global Indexes, Hitachi,
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Sandoz Pharma, Jägermeister and the 76ers Basketball Club among others, earned him
many advertising award recognitions.
Santo Cuviso is the brainchild of mezcal aficionado Gunther Maier, one of the founders
and CMO.
Gunther’s journey began over thirty years ago in a New York City advertising agency,
while as Art Director he and his agency represented a German liqueur called
Jägermeister.
In 2015 Gunther Maier was asked by a young Mexican brand to help them promote and
market their brand, Sotol Coyote, which is quickly becoming a nationally recognized
brand.
Biografía:
Carlos completó un aprendizaje de fotografía de tres años y luego obtuvo una licenciatura
en comunicación y diseño de marketing en Stuttgart, Alemania. Luego se dirigió a los EE
UU trabajando como director de arte / director creativo en reconocidas grandes y
pequeñas agencias de
publicidad de la ciudad de
Nueva York.
Esto le dio la inspiracion que
necesitaba para co fundar su
propia agencia de publicidad en
Filadelfia, SFGT Advertising.
Su trabajo para clientes como
Mercedes-Benz, IBM, Dow
Jones Global Indexes, Hitachi,
Sandoz Pharma, Jägermeister y
el 76ers Basketball Club entre
otros, le ganó muchos
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reconocimientos de premios publicitarios.
Santo Cuviso es una creación del aficionado al mezcal Gunther Maier, uno de los
fundadores y CMO.
El viaje de Gunther comenzó hace más de treinta años en una agencia de publicidad de la
ciudad de Nueva York, mientras que como Director de Arte él y su agencia representaba
a un licor alemán llamado Jägermeister.
En 2015, una joven marca mexicana le pidió a Gunther Maier que los ayudara a
promocionar y comercializar su marca, Sotol Coyote, que se está convirtiendo
rápidamente en una marca reconocida a nivel nacional.
What is your current position in the agave spirits industry?
Co-Owner with 3 partners of Bacanora Santo Cuviso and CMO, responsible for branding
and distribution in the USA and EU. Brand manager/ambassador and investor in Sotol
Coyote https://www.clancoyote.mx. Responsible for creating the brand image and
establishing US
distribution.
¿Cuál es su posición
actual en la industria de
las bebidas espirituosas
de agave?
Copropietario con 3 socios
de Bacanora Santo Cuviso
y CMO, responsable de la
marca y distribución en
los EE. UU. Y la UE.
Gerente de marca /
embajador e inversionista
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en Sotol Coyote
https://www.clancoyote.mx.
Responsable de crear la imagen
de marca y establecer la
distribución en los Estados
Unidos.
What made you choose the
Agave Spirits industry?
Introduction to Mezcal about
12 years ago through Ron
Cooper Del Maguey Single
Village Mezcals in Santa Fe,
New Mexico and got hooked
on the taste and smell of mezcal.
Visited then with Jonathan Barberi from Pierde Almas in Oaxaca to learn more about this
agave spirit.
¿Qué te hizo elegir la industria de los Agave Spirits?
Introducción al Mezcal hace unos 12 años a través de Ron Cooper Del Maguey Single
Village Mezcals en Santa Fe, Nuevo México y me enganché al sabor y olor del mezcal.
Luego visité a Jonathan Barberi de Pierde Almas en Oaxaca para aprender más sobre este
espírituoso de agave.
How has the industry changed since you’ve become involved in it?
I am only involved in it since about 5 years with Sotol Coyote and now with Bacanora
Santo Cuviso.
The industry changed from “not known” to “ahh, I heard about in...” in general, but still
needs lots of education about the wonders of this ancient spirit from Mexico.
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¿Cómo ha cambiado
la industria desde
que te involucraste
en ella?
Solo estoy
involucrado en esto
desde hace
aproximadamente 5
años con Sotol
Coyote y ahora con
Bacanora Santo
Cuviso.
La industria cambió
de forma “no
conocida” a "ahh, oí
hablar del..." en general, pero aún necesita mucha educación sobre las maravillas de este
antiguo espirituoso de México.
What do you see as the future of the agave spirits industry?
The ongoing cycle of agave shortage can only be overcome by becoming self reliant to be
relevant in the future.
For example, Bacanora is considered the missing link between mezcal and tequila. It is
less smokey, and therefore more appealing to a broader audience.
¿Qué ves cómo el futuro de la industria de las bebidas espirituosas de agave?
El ciclo continuo de escasez de agave sólo puede superarse volviéndose autosuficiente
para ser relevante en el futuro.
Por ejemplo, Bacanora se considera el eslabón perdido entre el mezcal y el tequila. Es
menos humoso y por lo tanto, más atractivo para un público más amplio.
5

Do you approve of how brands are currently marketing themselves?
Hard question, because they all talk about the same main points of being artisanal,
authentic and specific to a region without having unique positioning for themselves.
¿Aprueba cómo las marcas se comercializan actualmente?
Pregunta difícil, porque todos hablan de los mismos puntos principales de ser artesanales,
auténticos y
específicos de
una región sin
tener una
posición
particular para
ellos.
Is there
anything you’d
like to say to
people who
may be
contemplating
entering and
working in the
agave spirits
industry in one
form or
another?
Learn as much as you can about the plants’ terroir and production to understand the true
spirit of the regions, people, history and Mexico.
It is more that salt on a rim and a worm in a bottle.
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¿Hay algo que le gustaría decir a las personas que pueden estar contemplando
ingresar y trabajar en la industria de las bebidas espirituosas de agave de una
forma u otra?
Aprenda todo lo que pueda sobre el terroir y la producción de las plantas para
comprender el verdadero espíritu de las regiones, la gente, la historia y México.
Es más que sal en el borde del vaso y un gusano en la botella.
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A comprehensive journal and workbook for Mezcal
enthusiasts to document their tasting journey complete
with scoring worksheets and Mezcal-specific aroma
wheel.
By Alvin Starkman with Lisa Pietsch

This is a comprehensive workbook for Tequila and agave spirits
enthusiasts to document their tasting journey as well as learn more
about the spirits they love.
The Tequila Aficionado Tasting Journal is constructed in three
parts: Tasting Sheets, Aroma Wheel, NOM List

How to Take the Catador Course
1. Buy the book
2. Read the instructions at the beginning
of the book
3. Go to the website as instructed in the
book and use the password given to
access the homework assignments and
download the Aroma Wheel and
Tasting Sheets
4. Start by reading Chapter 1 and then do
the Chapter 1 Homework assignment
5. Repeat for each chapter
6. The last (graduation) homework
assignment is a video tasting with Mike Morales

FAQs
How is the homework done?
Your homework assignments are
available on the website mentioned
in the book. You will complete your
reading and homework at your own
pace and then send it to Mike
Morales.
How will I get to work with Mike?
When you send your homework
assignments to Mike, he will review
1

them and discuss them with you via
email. He will mentor you via email
throughout the course.
Do I need to purchase additional
products for the course?
You’ll need glassware and tequila.
We recommend Glencairn Whisky
glasses for those just getting started.
Does it come with tequila?
No. Each tasting assignment will call
for different tequilas. You’ll be asked
to taste many different types such as organic, tahona, high proof, diffused (yes, it’s
part of your education), and flights. But don’t go shopping just yet – follow the
instructions in each homework assignment on the website.
Is there a deadline to finish the course?
No. The entire course is self-paced so you can complete it on your schedule, not
ours. Just be sure to do the homework assignments because those who don’t can’t
be invited to join our tasting team.
Will I get to join the Tequila
Aficionado Tasting Team?
If we like your graduation tasting, we
may invite you to become a member
of our international tasting team.
Can I be invited to be on the
Tasting Team if I live outside the
United States?
YES! We are hoping to have
graduates all over the world who
want to join the team. There are
2

many countries that can’t get their
samples to the US or UK, so we’re
planning to expand our tasting
team as more people graduate.
Where can I buy the Catador
Course?
The Catador Course is available
for purchase at Amazon in Kindle,
Paperback, and Hardcover:
Kindle copies are available in the
United States, United Kingdom,
Germany, France, Spain, Italy,
New Zealand, Japan, Brazil,
Canada, Mexico, Australia, and India.
Paperback copies can be purchased at Amazon in the United States, United
Kingdom, Germany,
France, Spain, Italy,
Japan, Canada, and
Australia.
The Hardcover
Catador Collection
(including the Catador
Course, Tequila
Tasting Journal, and
the Virtual Tasting
Guide) is available in
hardcover at Amazon
in the United States,
United Kingdom,
Germany, France,
Spain, and Italy.
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Summary
Within the Catador Course book are instructions on where to find your homework
and additional (optional) reading for the course.
The homework consists mainly of tastings that you will do in the comfort of your
home with a tasting sheet that you will then email to Mike for discussion (via
email).
The final exam is a video tasting with Mike via Skype at a time convenient to you.
The entire course is self-paced. You can complete it in a month or a few years - it
only depends upon your motivation and the time and energy you have available.

Meet Skip Falconer, our first Catador Course Graduate and the newest member of
our Tasting Team
4

From hobbyists to experienced catadores
Blog, Vlog, or Podcast
Build your Following
Grow your Networks
Get Published
Get Paid

Be one of the first to get invited!
https://bit.ly/TAMNetwork

Available At
http://tequilaaficionado.com/store

Estimado Pendejo:
Confessions of a Tequila Mad Man
By Jose Quinones
Available at Amazon.com
These are just a few of the stories I
can tell you about my time in the
tequila advertising game.
It’s been a long and crazy ten years
since I left college starry-eyed and
expecting to do good things for mi
gente and the spirit of Mexico.
I started watching Mad Men during
my senior year in college and prayed
to La Virgincita that I could be the
Latino Don Draper someday.
The Virgin has a sense of humor.
Instead of the Latino Don Draper,
I’m a bitter, thirty-something, Les
Grossman selling street tacos out of
a truck.
~ Jose “Pepe” Quinones

*Note*
If foul language and Spanglish offend you, don't buy this book.
Just. Don't.
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OUR LATEST

REVIEWS
Lejana Y Sola Joven Mezcal
Kokoro Plata Tequila
Kapena Blanco Tequila
Hiatus Reposado Tequila
El Jefe Reposado Tequila
El Jefe Blanco Tequila
Cutwater Rayador Anejo Tequila
Cutwater Mango Margarita RTD
Cayeya Single Barrel Reposado
13 Colonias Reposado Tequila
13 Colonias Joven Tequila
13 Colonias Blanco Tequila

June 2021

UPCOMING

REVIEWS
Mi Tierra Silver Tequila
Pa Qui Reposado
Pa Qui Anejo Tequila
Prospero Blanco Tequila
Prospero Reposado Tequila
Prospero Anejo Tequila
Ranch 20 Classic Margarita RTD
Ranch 20 Ranch Water RTD
Ron Libertad Mexican Rum
Rooster Rojo Blanco Tequila
Rooster Rojo Reposado Tequila
San Cosme Joven Mezcal
T Capri Blanco Tequila
Te Kiwi Blue Agave Spirit

Coming to TequilaAficionado.com in
July 2021

Tequila Aficionado
July 2021
NOM List
Download the complete and up-to-date NOM
List with links to all of our tequila reviews at:
http://bit.ly/NOMList
An updated NOM list from the Consejo Regulador del
Tequila combined with past brands that may have been
removed from current listings and links to any mentions or
reviews for each brand that may be found on the Tequila
Aficionado website.

Mezcal and Dogmatism in Oaxaca: Harmful or Just Blowhardism?
Not a week goes by without a visitor to Oaxaca wanting to learn about Mexico’s iconic agave
based spirit, and asking a very pointed question: why are some industry experts in the city
steadfastly against common practices relating to imbibing mezcal, such as drinking reposados
and añejos, using mezcal to make cocktails, and consuming one’s product choice based on ABV
personal preference.
I hear about the
promulgation of rules about
the shape and composition
of drinking vessels, and of
the dissemination
of misinformation regarding
how long it takes different
species of agave to mature,
and which mezcals are
made with wild as opposed
to cultivated maguey.
Usually such points of view
are not expressed as opinion
subject to discussion, but
rather fact, or in some cases
gospel.

To be clear, while I have been around mezcal in Oaxaca for a quarter century, and am currently
involved in the industry leading mezcal educational tours on a part-time basis, I am far from an
expert. There is a long learning curve associated with mezcal, with so much to absorb in its
now modern era. In fact many authorities (as distinct from “experts”), both relative newcomers
to the industry involved in production and/or export, and veterans whose families have been

steeped in distillation for generations, approach production with open minds, and are anxious to
continue learning through the exchange of information.

Reposados & Anejos

Some say you should never drink reposado or añejo mezcal. When pressed for a reason they
often state that it alters the natural flavors and aromas of the agave. True enough, but so what?
Could one not equally use the word “enhances?” The same industry people, often owners and
employees of mezcalerías,
however, don’t think twice about
encouraging patrons to try a
product where the baked crushed
maguey has been fermented in a
bull hide, yielding a unique
profile; or a mezcal made where
the agave has been baked
over mesquite (as opposed to
pine, oak, etc.), again creating a
different nuance. So why
dismiss aging? One mezcalería
owner has told me that she has
not been able to find good aged
mezcals. Oh come on!

This leads me to one rationalization for the position, that aged mezcal is not traditional mezcal.
Perhaps the spirit was not being stored or transported in oak during the earliest years of
distillation in Mexico. But certainly into the latter half of the 16th century, when the Spanish
began emptying their imported Old World sherry barrels, and then later their rum barrels, oak
receptacles were likely (if not certainly) being used for mezcal. Aging was taking place if not by
design, then by default.

It was often more expedient for producers to store and transport product in a 200 liter barrel, than
use several 70 liter clay cántaros (pots). And so with a good supply of used barrels emerging in
the marketplace, aged mezcals became commonplace (i.e. traditional), dating back a couple of
hundred years I would suggest, with some producers eventually making a science (or art) out of
resting their spirits; in French sherry barrels, Kentucky bourbon or Tennessee whisky barrels,
and in due course employing new barrels fashioned from Canadian white oak. For generations
some
palenquero
families
have prided
themselves
in the
quality of
their rested
spirits,
using variou
s aging
styles and
different
barrels for
different
lengths of
time to
achieve
specific
flavor
profiles. So to suggest it is difficult to find aged mezcals of high quality in the state of Oaxaca,
is in my estimation a weak excuse.

For my excursions I usually bring along an añejo in my nine-mezcal sample box. If a client
enjoys it, this signals that we should visit one or two distilleries which produce reposados and

añejos, and carry on discussing the topic of aging. If not, then its blanco all the way. But here’s
the point: most of us are in the business of promoting the spirit (with of course varying degrees
of profit motivation, altruism, passion, etc.) with a view to lauding its attributes so that more
people will try, and subsequently become fans and regular purchasers of mezcal. The more
mezcal that is consumed, the better it is for the industry, and most importantly for growers who
live a subsistence existence, as well as for small-scale palenqueros and their families. We should
not close off any market
segment capable of
becoming established
and growing.

There’s room for mezcal
on the bar of any single
malt scotch,
tequila, brandy or
whisky aficionado’s
home. If someone is a
fan of a 16 year
old Lagavulin or a
Burgundy wood finish
Glenmorangie, what
positive result can there
be by telling her to
never drink an aged
mezcal? Yes, over 90% of the mezcals in my collection are blancos, and that’s what I usually
drink. But sometimes I get a hankering for a mild reposado, or a rich five year añejo with tones
of butterscotch, or a peaty single malt.

I believe that the more appropriate and educational modality is to encourage novices to begin by
sampling blancos, from whatever region, type of agave, means of production, tools of the trade,
and so on. Teach about the innumerable nuances and unrivalled complexity of unaged mezcal.

But then encourage the client to try one or two aged products, especially if dealing with a client
who is a fan of barrel aged spirits. If you dissuade someone from trying something aged, you
risk losing a prospective convertee; you are also doing a disservice to the client.

The Cocktail Craze

I’ve read that the worst way to bastardize mezcal is to use it in a cocktail.

Since publication that author
has graciously tempered his
dogmatism, likely after having
realized that promoting mezcal
as an ingredient in cocktails
helps everyone in the
broader alcohol
consumption industry.

Some bartenders still believe
that it is not worth it to use a
high quality expensive mezcal
when making a cocktail. With
all due respect, the better view
as promulgated by mixologists
and bartenders renowned for their cocktail prowess, is that mezcal should be considered as any
other ingredient, with different qualities, varieties, etc.

There’s a difference between red and green pepper flavors, cilantro, cucumber, etc. If you have
50 different mezcals on the shelf, consider which one would pair best with the other
ingredients. Is the predominant note of the spirit fruity, floral, herbaceous, earthy, caramelized,
woody, and so on? How will a particular spirit character complement the other ingredients and
enhance the ultimate cocktail? When it comes to pairing mezcal for mixing cocktails and for
cooking, I’m a novice at best, though I continue to take classes with a view to honing my palate.

Alcohol by Volume

Telling consumers that they
should only drink mezcal between
45% and 55% ABV (alcohol by
volume) has become somewhat
acceptable practice in Oaxaca
mezcalerías. While most artisanal
mezcals are within that range,
there are excellent products both
below and above the “norm.”
Spirits consumers who are
accustomed to drinking quality
yet commercial tequilas or
scotches at 40%, may never come
around to appreciating 53%
mezcals. So why tell them what ABV they should and should not drink? If a patron has in mind
an evening of imbibing, perhaps three 3-pour flights, consider sneaking in a couple of products
outside of your preferred ABV range and gauge interest, welcome commentaries, and discuss.

The rationale for the rule simply does not hold water. The owners of one particular brand of
artisanal mezcal conducted close to 100 blind tastings throughout Mexico before settling upon a
37% spirit for its flagship product. During the first year of operation the brand shipped 16,000

liters from its distillery in Santiago Matatlán, Oaxaca, for the national market alone. The brand
continues to thrive, opening new markets.

It is indeed true that some mezcals less than or greater than the stated alcohol by volume (ABV)
range do not enable the consumer to fully appreciate the particular spirit’s flavor potential,
but this is not always the case. Some mezcals well into the 60%+ category, in the realm of puntas
or heads, go down more smoothly than a 45%, and retain exquisite notes.

It is suggested that with the
current agave scarcity and
concomitant dramatic increase in
price per kilo of raw piña,
producers and exporters will opt
for one of two ways to address the
“crisis” if they wish to maintain or
enhance existing profit
levels: significantly increase the
price per liter or bottle – but the
spirits market will determine the
viability of doing so; or reduce the
ABV with a view to remaining
competitive in the marketplace. If
the latter, the blowhards will have
little choice but to temper their dogmatism.

Agave Species

“Tobalá [Agave potatorum] is a wild agave; tepeztate [Agave marmorata] takes 35 years to
grow.”

Yes some, but certainly not all of the mezcal made with the former uses wild tobalá, and some
tepeztate no doubt takes 35 years to mature. But such statements, made as hard-fast truths not
subject to discussion, bandied about by staff in some Oaxacan watering holes, lack absolute
veracity.

I now rarely speak or write about mezcal or agave with a tone of certainty, and prefer including
in my own bluster qualifying words such as “usually,” “on average,” “it is suggested,” or “in my
opinion.” Tobalá is being
cultivated from seed and
thereafter transformed into
mezcal.

Some producers are apparently
dropping seeds or small plants
from airplanes, and letting them
grow and mature in the wild
prior to harvesting. Others are
germinating seeds, growing
small tobalás close to their
homes or palenques, and then
transplanting them in the wild.

I confess that I don’t know
whether such projects result in mezcal made with wild, domesticated or cultivated maguey.
Regarding tepeztate, my palenquero friends tell me that it usually matures after 12 – 15 years of
growth, but that yes, it can take much longer. They do not speak in absolutes.

I suppose that this promulgation as fact of matters relating to agave species, does help the
proponent of half-truths, and to some extent initially the industry in a couple of ways. It
advances the sense of romanticism and uniqueness regarding mezcal. But it could also be a
means of rationalizing a highly inflated price for mezcal made with tobalá, tepeztate and other
“designer” agave species (without of course denying the often dramatic increased cost of
producing mezcal with them; although with the current stratospheric cost of buying espadín
piñas on the open market, who knows?).

The ultimate disservice to the
client, and it is suggested
adverse impact for the retailer
and broader business interest, is
occasioned when the novice
begins hearing and reading
alternate viewpoints
reasonably not stated as dogma;
he then may become confused
and frustrated.

Glasses, Cups, Jícaras & Clay

It’s hard to dispute that a vessel
made of glass is the best
medium for drinking mezcal, or any liquid for that matter, because it is neutral.

Similarly I would suggest, at least for mezcal, a small half gourd or jicarita arguably provides
imbibers with a shape which optimally enables their spirit to open prior to drinking. Some
suggest, however, that the “wood” of the jícara impacts the flavor of the mezcal. A standard shot
glass for mezcal, or caballito tequilero, is neutral, but because of its shape the spirit cannot open
as is the case if poured into a jicarita. Does this throw a wrench into the proposition that you
should only drink mezcal from glass? Yes, a solution to the conundrum is that the positive reply
to the question holds if the glass is in the shape of a small half gourd. What if it’s a small clay
cup in the shape of a jicarita?
Worse than a jícara? Better or
worse than a glass caballito?

The point, once again, is
dogmatism. If it’s tradition
that we want, then we should
be drinking our mezcal out of
half gourds like Mexicans
have been doing for hundreds
of years, or out of small
pieces of the invasive bamboo
specie known as carrizo (river
reed). Query if it is the same
people who advocate only
drinking “traditional” mezcal
(unaged), who would also
shun the idea of being too traditional by drinking from a jícara or piece of carrizo, and not
sipping out of glass.

The solution is, I suppose, to try drinking your mezcal out of a variety of vessels of different
shapes and compositions. I’ve noticed when experimenting with industry friends, that some
mezcals open differently depending on the shape. For me, anything but a caballito, made of

glass or carrizo, is fine, suggesting that perhaps form is more important than composition
(leaving aside the issue of clay jicaritas).

Experiment if you can. Perhaps the small ribbed glass votive candle holders with the cross on
the bottom, or a brandy, is the appropriate compromise. At the end of the day it’s akin to what
I’ve read from the critics of new vehicle reviewers; when it comes to handling, cornering, shocks
and comfort, forget what the experts write, and test drive to form your own opinion and decide
based on how the car, truck or SUV handles when behind the wheel. Perhaps for one particular
mezcal anything serves, for another one vessel enhances optimally, and yet for a third a different
form and medium provides that exquisite aroma and flavor profile which has otherwise escaped.

Acknowledge Other Points of View

Dogmatism sometimes gets the better of us. When we’re teaching about the culture of mezcal, it
is sometimes very easy to exaggerate and mis-state, by finding fact where there is none. And
when we’re preaching to the
uninformed, we sometimes
forget that there is always
fact-checking. The
uninitiated will not always
take what is stated as gospel;
especially when their
interest in visiting Oaxaca is
to learn about our spirit from
a variety of sources.

We must check our
dogmatism at the door. The
braggarts may be building
up their own reputations, but

only for that fleeting moment, hour or day, until more tempered discourse in a different drinking
or learning environment takes over. Afterwards, it’s the reputation of the mezcalería which
potentially suffers. The foregoing are only a few of the instances in which blowhards in their
dogmatic approach to the industry in the end do more harm than good: “X agave makes the best
agave distillate; mezcal that is reduced to its ultimate consumption ABV by adding distilled or
spring water rather than just the cola, is not real mezcal.” Again here, the same problem.The
dramatic rise in the number of mezcalerías in Oaxaca since about 2013, is remarkable. But
without proper training of staff and taking greater care in promoting the spirit, it may all go for
naught. Encourage both novices and the initiated, to experiment, read, imbibe and otherwise
learn. Don’t speak or write in absolutes, save for when there is certainty. Opine, but at the same
time acknowledge other points of view. The mezcal industry in Oaxaca, and for the world, will
benefit and continue its surge.
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