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Adventures of the Globetrotting Coffee King
AMIR GEHL in conversation with THIERRY MACQUET

Coffee Maestro Amir Gehl met Thierry Macquet
four years ago through a mutual friend, Tom Har-
row—aka the WineChap. At that time, Thierry’s
idea of coffee was going to Starbucks; he knew
nothing about it. After knowing Amir, he now
considers himself to be a specialty coffee guru.

Amir's Difference Coffee Co. has grown
into one of the world’s most respected specialty
coffee suppliers to the culinary industry and dis-
cerning individuals alike—beans to the former
and Nespresso-compatible capsules to the latter.
But Amir isn't just a consummate tastemaker,
he’s 2 man with a vision: he’s changing the way
we think abour, the ‘black nectar’.

Amir and Thierry met at Annabel’s in May-
fair to drink beautiful coffee, smoke cigars and
chat about the inspiration behind the Differ-
ence Coffee Company.

. Funny how we met through someone
who's in wine up to his neck. At that time
your passion was champagne, you were just
branching out into coffee.

ac: Yes. Though I'm more of a red wine drink-
er than champagne. I do like champagne, who
doesn’t? But wine's really a big passion of mine.
But I wouldn't necessarily say that my love for
wine got me into coffee because that’s not what
happened. Certainly it was instrumental in the
way that I approached the subject of how to
launch Difference Coffee Co.and create a brand.
But five or six years ago I wasn't really a coffee
drinker—1 was a tea drinker.

™: So,how did your passion for coffee begin?
A6 My wife got us to buy an espresso machine.
So, 1 said, “Okay, I've got to try coffee. If I have
a machine at home, I might as well get into it

and start learning a little bit more about coffee.”

And I did. I got into this whole world and dis-
covered that, much like great teas or great wines,
you've got great coffees.

: And what happened next?

a6 Well, when I started I didn’t know anything.
So I thought about all of those wine makers, all
of those estates, the Napa ones, for example. If
you look at people like Bill Harlan who's got the

Harlan Estate, he was in property but wanted to

get into wine. So, he bought a piece of land and

he got a wine maker. I followed the same path. I

found Johnny England, a licensed coffee quality
grader, known as a Q Grader, to work with me,
and I got him to do the roasting, much in the

same way that somebody who's into wine would

do it. There’re lots of parallels between the wine

world and the coffee world, and that’s the way

that I've approached this project.

“You have this growing
movement where
people have always been
into artisanal products
and experiences.”

T Is it your aim to one day get Difference
Coffee as well known as Krug?
ac: Not so much Krug, more like Salon. It's
a family business, and it's a small brand with
a limited production. If you look at Dom Per-
ignon, for example, they’re producing a mil-
lion-plus bottles a year. It’s difficult to keep the
standards as high as you would like to with those
figures. It's still a great brand, a great champagne,
but was it like that 20, 30, 40 years ago? I'm
not convinced.

Things evolve. To be part of the coffee so-
ciety, pre-war, was more of an intellectual state-
ment. Coffee Houses were more about people
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gathering, not what you were drinking, that was
secondary. Nowadays it’s changed completely;
people are becoming connoisseurs, and, I would
say sometimes, even a bit elitist! Did you know
the first coffee shop in Europe was established
in Oxford?

™ Really? I didn’t know that.
ac:  Yes, the Queen’s Lane Coffee House!

™ [would’ve thought it would have been in
Vienna or somewhere like that.

AG:  You would think... But then women start-
ed complaining because their husbands would
go to the coffee shops and get a buzz on the
caffeine. Apparently, there were women’s move-
ments to stop men from drinking coffee!

. But they would still binge drink in pubs.

ac:  Exactly, that's fine... Eventually, coffee
got replaced by tea. Now of course it's com-
ing back. I think there’s a shift taking place in

society. You have this growing movement where

people have always been into artisanal products

and experiences.

Look at ultra-luxury fashion brands back
in the day. They were consumed by the elite
because they had more money, but essentially
they were paying for the best in the class. What's
happening now is that those brands are becom-
ing mass market. The younger generation of
chefs are saying, “Okay, we don’t want just cof-
fee. We want provenance, we want to know who
the farmers are.” Some even travel to seck out a
particular farm which grows a particularly great
bean, and they’d feature it on their menu; that's
what specialty roasters do nowadays.

™ There definitely seems to be a new coffee
culture happening.

a6 It's not surprising! Coffee’s one of the
most complex drinks in the world. Wine has
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™: You're working with some of the world’s
most decorated chefs like Anne-Sophie and
Alain Passard, and top class restaurants and
bars like Annabel’s and Harry’s Bar. But you
also have a relationship with the farmers.

AG:  Yes, I'm involved in everything, every step
of the production process—Iliterally from farm
to cup.
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™ I was also al %
iti ; person; born i
Mauritius and having had links to Ind; in

’m.toﬂ'u.}!wisghgquﬁtyh‘:-m.g
established? >
ac:  Coffee has two grades of quality—the spe-
cialty grade and the commercial grade, et
all chere is, anything beyond that, words like
- pm“_morl“mf}'mﬂthﬂkindofmﬂ'is,ﬂ
marketing fluff. Coffec is graded professionally
by people called Q Graders—quality graders. Q_
Graders need 1o pass the Coffee Quality Insti-
tute’s Q Grade - ; ty
rs Exam—either in Arabica or
Robusta. It takes about three years to pass.
QGraders score coffee on 2 100 points sys-
tem, like wine. And any coffee that gets 8o points
and over is deemed of specialty grade according
mthe'SpecialtyCoﬂ'ec Association, which is 2
W;ldmdcorganisation.ﬁoﬁ'ugndingisvism]
and sensory. It starts with gerting the
beans and testing their levels ofmoisnf::i-}
d}eymoutsidcaceminmngcthcmm
discredited, you send them back, you don’t buy
them. It’s very important that the beans have
thcright level of moisture. Then you get a sam-
plcofafcwhundrcdbamandlookanhcm
literally one by one to find what we call ‘primary
defects’. There are ‘secondary defects’ 100, but
l'llimfowsonthcprimryoncs.'mﬁcdcfocts
could be 2 result of 2 poorly processed bean, or
:poodygmwnbcm,abcmdm’sbecuaﬂ'ca-
ed by insect damage, over-ripe, under-ripe. All
dmdcfcctswou]dczuscthcwﬂ'ocmustcbad
Ifyoucznspotasingicdcfccdvcbwl,rhccn—
tire lot will not pass as speciality grade. It's very
suicr.'misiswhyinthcmpﬁmsthcbcansgn
hand sorted and processed.

It sounds like a complicated job.
« It doesn't stop there. Once you've passed
the visual examination, you roast the beans
and do a process called ‘cupping’. Cupping is
really the sensory process of tasting and attrib-
uting scores for characteristics such as aromat
ics, flavours, after taste, acidity, body, balance,
cleanliness of cup, and consistency between, 5%,
five cups.

Specialty is only
talk about our coffee,

for Arabica, so when you
it’s 100% Arabica beans of

specialty grade. There’s another category called
‘Fine Robusta and the reason it is ‘fine _:md not
‘specialty’ is because Robusta is an in.frmr bean.
It has much more caffcine, which 1 there w0
protect it against

because it grows in

more animals. BUG, they also have less aadity

and less sweetness, and they don't taste as‘gt)od.

ioke in the industry, W€ say: They're s0

bitter, even nt to eat them! But
§ -

they account for only about 30

su;;pl\‘ of coffee, and 70% ©

is Arabica. 50, when people say 10 me, “Oh, we
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msw'@muﬂ&m&m‘ e of
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m,lm‘.mﬂwmmh
you're a private person, close to .
ate and extended families. But now, four years
mﬁufn'hmmbmﬁ S
fmvdlnzgallmd‘h i %
ing tastings, enterraining high profile dh

You're expected to be in the limelight. How are

mmmaﬁm&mm?
AG: I've never done anything for fame. 'm not

But I'm not shying away from it, o-
m.ldm‘tmﬁ"msi‘ingimmﬁsm
: "gp_mpk‘in&a']m'i!."hn]m
talking about the coffee estates. A lot of peo-
C:Il]':opcmcwid]ﬂ.llu)ﬂix._\usom-m
know nothing about coffee grades. I also find it
remarkable that most coffee lovers have never
tasted the world’s best coffecs. Most never will

They're wo rare. The specialty movement is rek-

mi}'ﬂfﬁ}db[’sbccnhmmgmt&lﬂ
twenty years. The lcading country in the wordd
for specialty coffec is, I think, Australia. You gcx
a lot of great coffees in Japan, not so much the

pared to pay a lot for it. Nordic countrics too,

a lirtle bit in the States, and now I'm oying w
grow that in Europe.

™: Mdo-‘wﬂmmﬂ_‘hm

yﬂﬂ’ﬁm?mjmhwapmc‘hg

ac  Ir's completcly organic. The move o com-
posublca;mnlcsissomcdﬁngw'rt looking at

We're hoping for 2 manufacrurer of capsule bas-

s coming to us and saying, “Okay, we've man-
aged to produce 2 compostble capsule base

which can be hermetically sealed™ The issuc &,
how do you get the capsule to be compostabic

on dltonfhznd,mdmﬁghtmdrm’;h'
it's porous the coffee would oxidisc and lose ms

favour. Ar the moment nonc of the COmMPOSE-
ble capsules on the market allow for them to be

hermetically scaled. I'd like to move into com-
postable capsule bascs for two reasons. First, be-
cause of course it is bezter for the CIVIrONMENL,
but, as well, if you think abour it, we all recyde
now, right? And, wouldn’t it make 2 lot more
sense to take the capsules and just throw them
in the compost bin? You'd make life so much
easier... Apart from that, there’s no game plan,
but there is 2 vision, 2 goal. And the goal is, unul
every single Michelingraded restaurant, unal
every five star hotel, until | meet the person that
is discerning enough 0 3, “You know what,
care about my ingredients, ler's buy specalty

grade coffee,” there’s no need for me wo reSt
There’s always something 10 grow
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