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Who this is for 
If you’ve ever taken a sip of coffee and thought, “Why does this taste different than yesterday?” — 
you’re in the right place. 

Whether you’re just stepping past supermarket blends or already deep into roast curves and yeast 
strains, this guide was made with you in mind. 

This isn’t a brewing manual. It won’t teach you how to pull a shot or master your Pour Over. Instead, 
it zooms out — way out — to explore how flavor actually happens: how genetics, processing, roast, 
and origin shape what ends up in your cup. 

You’ll learn to taste more intentionally, tell variety from terroir, and start to understand why one coffee 
sings and another just… doesn’t. 

Each section builds on the last — from the big questions (“What is specialty coffee, really?”) to the 
details that define it: acidity, sweetness, clarity, body. You’ll explore Arabica and Robusta, roast levels 
and flavor wheels, processing methods and variety maps. 

To make navigating easier: 

● Each chapter begins with a short summary in a grey box. If you’re skimming or short on 
time, this gives you the key ideas up front. 

● Some chapters go deep — into fermentation styles, processing quirks, or emerging varieties. 
If you’re just here for the essentials, you’ll know when to skim. If you want more, it’s there when 
you’re ready. 

Coffee flavor isn’t random — it’s built. And the more you understand what it’s built from, the better you 
can taste it. 

What is specialty coffee? 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Specialty coffee isn’t a trend or a roast level — it’s coffee grown, processed, and roasted 
with care, then judged on how it tastes. 

● Most coffee is built for scale. Specialty is built for flavor. 

● It costs more because it values more: quality, transparency, and fairer pay. 

● Flavor isn’t added — it’s already in the bean. When handled right, coffee can taste like fruit, 
florals, or chocolate without any additives. 

● The difference starts at the farm and runs through 20+ steps before it hits your cup. 

● Fairtrade helps, but specialty often goes further — paying for quality, not just volume. 

● You don’t need fancy gear to enjoy it. Just decent beans, a grinder, and hot water. 

● Bottom line: it’s not about snobbery. It’s about realizing coffee can be more than caffeine 
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Most coffee is made to wake you up. Specialty coffee is made to make you stop. 

It’s not a roast level or a bean type. It’s coffee with a paper trail, grown and processed with care, and 
judged on how it tastes — not just how much caffeine it has. It’s about quality over volume, flavor over 
fuel. 

Put simply: specialty coffee is what happens when someone at every step — farmer, roaster, brewer — 
chooses to do it well, not just fast. 

What most people think coffee is 
Let’s not pretend otherwise — most coffee people know is bitter, burnt, and or drowning in milk or 
syrup. “Strong” means “hurts a little” and “smooth” means “probably weak”. Good coffee? That’s the 
dark roast from the chain shop with an Italian name, right? 

That’s the norm. And honestly, it’s not your fault. Commodity coffee is everywhere. It’s cheap, it’s 
stable, and it’s designed to taste like… coffee. Not fruit, not flowers, not much at all beyond “hot and 
brown”. 

It does its job. It’s just not the whole story. 

What coffee can be 
Now imagine a cup that tastes like ripe peach. Or dark chocolate and orange peel. Or jasmine and 
honey, no sugar needed. 

That flavor isn’t added — it’s already in the bean. Most of the time it just wasn’t given the chance to be 
tasted. 

That’s the idea behind specialty coffee: grow it well, handle it carefully, and let the flavor speak for 
itself. No tricks. Just coffee that actually tastes like something. 

The basics (and why it should cost more) 
Technically, specialty coffee means a score of 80+ on a 100-point scale judged by people named 
“Q-Graders”. But numbers aside, it’s about one thing: doing every step well, on purpose. 

And that journey is long. 

Coffee trees take years to mature. The fruit — yes, coffee is a fruit — has to be hand-picked at peak 
ripeness, often on steep, high-altitude farms. Then it’s fermented, washed, dried, milled, sorted 
(sometimes by hand), bagged, shipped, and roasted — ideally by someone who understands how to 
bring out its best qualities. Only then does it get brewed. 

That’s 20+ steps easily, each one with its own risks and tradeoffs. And in the commodity system, the 
farmer might make less than a euro per kilo of green coffee. That’s how you end up with a cup of 
instant for cents — a drink made from something grown by hand, dried, roasted, packaged, and 
shipped across the world... for less than bottled water. 

It works because the system is built for scale, not flavor. Cheap coffee stays cheap by cutting 
corners everywhere it can. 

Specialty coffee flips that logic. It costs more because it values more: flavor, transparency, and 
fair pay for the people who made it possible. 
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It’s not just about what’s in the cup. It’s about where that cup came from. 

Think chocolate 
Chocolate went through its shift. People started asking harder questions — where it came from, who 
grew it, how they were treated. Over time, origin, ethics, and flavor became part of the conversation, 
not just marketing terms. 

Coffee hasn’t fully caught up. It faces many of the same problems: unstable prices, poverty wages, 
exploitative labor practices. And yet, most of the industry still operates as if none of that matters. 

Specialty coffee offers a different path. It’s not just about better flavor — it’s about better sourcing, 
better pay, and more transparency. The same reckoning is overdue here. It’s just taking longer to 
arrive. 

Fairtrade? It’s a start, not a solution 
“What about Fairtrade?” — you might ask. 

Fairtrade sets a floor price. That’s something — but it’s not enough. The bar is low, and it doesn’t 
reward quality. 

In specialty, direct trade is more common: roasters work directly with producers, and pay based on how 
the coffee actually tastes. 

Not commodity rates. Not charity. Just mutual respect, long-term relationships, and shared goals. 

It’s not perfect. But it puts people before profit — and that’s a start the industry badly needs. 

You don’t have to be an expert 
The good news? You don’t need a €2,000 machine or a certification to enjoy good coffee. 

You don’t need to memorize flavor wheels or decode fermentation buzzwords. You just need some 
fresh beans, a hand grinder, and hot water. AeroPress, V60, Kalita — they all work. Total cost: maybe 
€100. Effort: low. Flavor: shockingly high. 

And no, it doesn’t have to taste like jasmine, lychee, and pineapple. A clean cup with caramel and 
hazelnut can be just as special. 

You can go deep if you want. But even if you don’t, specialty coffee meets you where you are. 

Isn’t this all... a bit much? 
Not at all. This isn’t about gatekeeping or gear — at least not primarily. It’s about realizing coffee can be 
more than just bitter caffeine. 

The first time a cup of coffee actually tastes like something — not just coffee — it stays with you. Not 
because it’s fancy, but because it’s unmistakably, unexpectedly alive. 

It’s not just a drink. It’s process, place, and people, distilled into a cup. And once you’ve had that, going 
back feels like giving up.  
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For the curious (and the nerds) 
Already deep into roast curves, water recipes, or fermentation styles? Great — just remember what’s 
underneath it all. 

Specialty coffee isn’t just gear and technique. It’s a way of working that values clarity over hype, people 
over margins, and substance over shortcuts. 

And when it’s done right, the flavor speaks for itself. 

Arabica vs Robusta 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Nearly all coffee comes from two species: Arabica and Robusta. 

● Arabica is known for its sweetness, acidity, and clarity — it dominates specialty coffee. 

● Robusta has more bitterness and caffeine, but it's hardier and increasingly used in 
high-quality ways. 

● Their differences come from evolution, growing conditions, and processing, not just 
reputation. 

● Robusta is becoming more important as climate change threatens Arabica’s viability. 

● Good flavor comes from good practices — not just from species. 

● The future of coffee likely involves both, not just one or the other. 

Nearly all the coffee we drink comes from just two species: Coffea arabica and Coffea canephora — 
better known as Arabica and Robusta. Same genus, different worlds. 

Arabica has become the poster child of specialty coffee — celebrated for its complexity and refinement. 
Robusta, by contrast, has spent decades in the background, seen as rough, bitter, and best left to 
instant blends. But the gap isn’t as simple as good vs bad. Both have their place — and both have 
more to offer than the stereotypes suggest. 

Different roots, different traits 
Arabica and Robusta evolved along separate paths, and you can taste the difference. 

Arabica is native to the cool, high-altitude forests of Ethiopia. It’s a natural hybrid with 44 
chromosomes and self-pollinates, which helps preserve its genetic stability. That consistency is part of 
why Arabica coffees can show such clean, distinctive flavors. It’s a plant built for nuance. 

Robusta took a different route, thriving in the hotter, lowland forests of Central and West Africa. It has 
only 22 chromosomes and relies on cross-pollination, which gives it greater genetic diversity but also 
more unpredictable flavor. What it lacks in delicacy, it makes up for in resilience — Robusta can 
handle pests, heat, and disease far better than Arabica can, which is why it’s favored in large-scale, 
high-yield farming seen in commodity coffee. 
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Its caffeine content — nearly double that of Arabica — is no accident. In the wild, caffeine acts as a 
built-in defense system: it repels insects, suppresses competing plants, and helps the tree survive in 
more aggressive environments. Arabica, growing at altitude with fewer natural threats, never needed 
that level of protection. That’s why it developed softer flavors and lower bitterness. The difference in 
taste isn’t just genetic — it’s ecological. 

The flavor gap 
This is where Arabica and Robusta truly part ways — especially in how they taste. 

Arabica is prized for its potential: bright acidity, floral aromatics, and a wide range of fruit, tea, and 
chocolate notes. With the right variety and process, it can express everything from citrus and stone 
fruit to honey, black tea, or dark chocolate. It’s why Arabica became the heart of the specialty world — 
it offers clarity, sweetness, and a strong link to origin. 

Robusta, on the other hand, has long been associated with bitterness, astringency, and rough, 
earthy flavors — sometimes described as woody or rubbery. That reputation isn’t just bias; it’s partly 
biochemical. Robusta contains almost twice as much caffeine as Arabica, and while that makes it more 
resilient in the wild, it also amplifies bitterness in the cup — though it’s not the only variable driving 
bitterness. 

That extra caffeine acts as a built-in defense: it wards off insects, suppresses other plants, and helps 
Robusta survive in harsher, lowland environments. Arabica, growing at higher altitudes with fewer 
natural threats, never had to evolve the same strategy. And that’s why it tastes softer, sweeter, and 
more approachable — its flavor is a direct result of its evolutionary path. 

A shifting story 
Robusta is changing — and fast. 

In places like India, Uganda, and Southeast Asia, producers are applying the same precision and 
care that’s long been reserved for Arabica: picking ripe cherries, experimenting with fermentation, 
drying slowly and evenly. And the results speak for themselves. 

The best of these Robustas don’t just taste acceptable — they taste good. Thick-bodied, rich with 
chocolate and spice, sometimes even flashes of fruit or florals. Still bold, still unmistakably Robusta — 
but far more refined than what most people expect. 

Specialty Robusta is no longer hypothetical. It’s here, and it’s only just getting started. 

Why robusta is becoming more important 
Arabica might dominate the spotlight, but it’s also fragile. As global temperatures rise and weather 
patterns shift, the high-altitude zones where Arabica thrives are becoming harder to farm — and harder 
to depend on. 

Robusta, with its natural resistance to pests, heat, and disease, offers a kind of insurance. It’s more 
adaptable. More resilient. More likely to keep growing when Arabica can’t. 

And for espresso lovers, let’s not pretend it was ever gone. Robusta has always delivered body, 
structure, and crema — qualities some blends depend on. 

Its flavor ceiling may be lower. But its value is rising quickly. 
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Arabica still leads 
Even so, Arabica remains the heart of specialty coffee. No other species offers the same breadth of 
flavor, from bright, floral washed Ethiopians to the deeper, fruit-heavy naturals of Brazil and the 
experimental fermentations coming out of Colombia. 

Its diversity of varieties — SL28, Bourbon, Geisha, Pacamara — makes it a playground for producers, 
roasters, and drinkers alike. If you’re chasing clarity, elegance, or complexity, you’re chasing 
Arabica. 

Most of the world’s highest-scoring coffees still come from Arabica trees, grown above 1,000 meters. 

It’s not a rivalry 
Arabica vs Robusta isn’t a battle. It’s not about one being better — it’s about how each is grown and 
handled. 

Low quality comes from low-effort practices, not from species alone. With care, both Arabica and 
Robusta can produce something worth drinking. 

So start with Arabica — it’ll show you what’s possible. But don’t dismiss Robusta. It may not replace 
Arabica, but it will stand alongside it. 

The future of coffee doesn’t need a winner. It needs resilience, diversity — and taste. 

Roast levels: From light to the brink of combustion 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Roasting transforms green coffee into something drinkable — and delicious, if done well. 

● “Strong” coffee means different things to different people. Technically, it’s about how much 
coffee ends up in the cup — not roast, bitterness, or caffeine. 

● Roast level changes flavor dramatically: 

● Light = origin clarity, fruit, florals 

● Medium = sweetness, balance, broader appeal 

● Dark = roast-driven notes like chocolate and smoke 

● Roasting happens in stages — dehydration, Maillard, first crack, caramelization, and 
beyond. Each step shapes the final cup and adds different characteristics. 

● The darker you go, the more the roast dominates and origin fades. 

● Caffeine doesn’t change much with roast — and dark doesn’t mean stronger. It just means 
more roasted. 

● In specialty coffee, the best roast is the one that gets out of the bean’s way. 
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Roasting is where green coffee becomes drinkable. It’s not just a matter of “light” or “dark” — it’s a 
complex process where timing, temperature, and technique shape what ends up in the cup. Done well, 
roasting brings out sweetness, aroma, and complexity. Done poorly, it flattens or burns them away. 

What does “strong” even mean? 
Ask five people what “strong” coffee means, and you’ll probably get five different answers. 

Some are talking about roast level — usually darker, more bitter, or smoky coffees. It’s a common 
assumption, especially in commodity coffee, where “bold” often just means “roasted to the edge”. This 
kind of strength is more about perception than anything technical. 

Others mean caffeine content. That’s a reasonable assumption, but not entirely accurate. Roast level 
has only a minor effect on caffeine. Bean variety, dose, and brew ratio matter much more. 

Often, it’s just a stand-in for bitterness or heaviness. A dark roast might feel punchier or more intense, 
but that’s a result of roasting choices — not actual strength in any measurable sense. 

And then there’s concentration — how much dissolved coffee ends up in the liquid. That’s the 
technical definition. Known as Total Dissolved Solids (TDS), it’s a measure of how much actual 
coffee material is present in your cup. It varies based on how you brew and your ratio of coffee to water 
— not the roast level, and not the bitterness. 

If we’re talking about strength in the strict sense, it’s not about flavor, roast, or caffeine — it’s about how 
much coffee you actually extracted into the cup. 

So when someone says a coffee is strong, the only reasonable question is: strong in what way? 

What actually happens during roasting 
Roasting is a chain of chemical reactions, each one building on the last. Here’s a simplified breakdown 
of what’s happening, and when: 
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1. Dehydration 

Temperature: ~100°C (212°F) and up 

The beans dry out as moisture evaporates. They turn yellow and give off grassy, hay-like smells. 
This phase doesn’t add much flavor, but it sets up the rest. 

2. Maillard reaction 
Temperature: ~140–171°C (284–350°F) 

This is where the magic begins. Sugars and amino acids react, creating hundreds of new 
compounds. This is when coffee starts smelling like coffee — toast, malt, and roasted nuts. It 
also builds body and depth. 

You can read more about the Maillard Reaction here 

3. Strecker degradation 
As Maillard continues, this phase uses its byproducts and creates more volatile aromatics — 
florals, fruit, spices, and acidity. This is where much of the complexity comes from. Stay in this 
zone long enough, and the cup tastes clean and vibrant. Rush through it, and it doesn’t. 

You can read more about the Strecker Degradation here 

4. First crack 
We've reached a major turning point! 

The internal pressure in the bean ruptures its structure — a moment you can hear. From here, the 
roast enters development. Sugars caramelize, acids soften, and the coffee’s final character 
begins to take shape. 

You can read more about the First and Second Crack here 

5. Caramelization 
Temperature: ~160–182°C (320–360°F) 

Natural sugars darken into toffee, brown sugar, and cocoa notes. Caramelization adds 
sweetness and richness, but push it too far, and things start to burn. 

You can read more about Caramelization here 

6. Second crack 
A quieter, faster crack signals the bean is entering dark roast territory. Oils may rise to the 
surface. At this stage, roast flavor takes over and origin clarity begins to fade. 

You can read more about the Second crack within the resource linked under point 4. First Crack. 

7. Pyrolysis (light charring) 
Temperature: >200°C (392°F) 

Plant fibers break down. Sugars char. You start tasting ash, smoke, and bitterness. The coffee is 
still technically roastable — but it’s running out of flavor.  
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8. Combustion 

This is the edge of what some still call roasting and what the specialty coffee community, with 
affection and caution, refers to as combustion: the final roast level, where flavor has officially 
exited the chat. You can still brew it, but whether you should... well, that’s another story. 

If you want to see what this looks like watch this short clip from Nile Blue 

Roasting is all about knowing where to stop. The goal isn’t to reach a specific color — it’s to highlight 
what’s already in the bean, without pushing it past the point of no return. 

What roast level means for flavor 
Roast level changes how coffee tastes — and which flavors make it through. 

● Light roasts highlight origin: floral, fruity, acidic, and bright. They’re ideal for filter brewing 
and showcase variety and process. 

● Medium roasts balance sweetness, acidity, and body. You get caramel notes and broader 
appeal without losing too much nuance. 

● Dark roasts push into chocolate, toast, and smoke. Sometimes that’s the goal. Other times, 
it’s a way to cover up lower-quality beans. 

In commodity coffee, roast level often substitutes for identity — “extra dark” sounds bold, even if it’s just 
bitter. In specialty coffee, roasting is about restraint: knowing when to stop before the best parts are 
roasted out. 

What about caffeine? 
Roasting doesn’t remove much caffeine — just a little. But as beans roast darker, they lose more 
moisture and mass. That means they become lighter — so if you measure your coffee with a scoop 
instead of a scale (which you shouldn’t), you’ll end up using more dark beans by volume, even if the 
weight stays the same. 

In the end, light and dark roasts usually have a similar amount of caffeine per gram. The difference in 
“strength” has more to do with how much coffee you brew, your ratio of coffee to water, and which 
species you’re using — not how dark the roast is. 

So no, dark coffee doesn’t have more caffeine. It’s just more roasted. And “strong”? That word’s 
doing a lot of heavy lifting for something so vague.  
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Learning to taste 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Flavor notes aren’t just fancy words — they’re tools for recognizing what you like. 

● You’ll learn how to decode tasting terms like “peach” or “hazelnut” (hint: they’re suggestions, 
not literal flavors). 

● The SCA Flavor Wheel helps organize those flavors into clear families — fruity, floral, sweet, 
roasty, etc. 

● Flavor = memory + language. The more reference points you build, the more clearly you 
can taste. 

● This section gives you a simple framework to describe what’s in your cup — and helps 
you waste less money on beans that sound great but don’t match your taste. 

● You don’t need to taste everything. But knowing how to connect words to sensations makes 
flavor less vague, and more fun. 

Beyond simple labels like “good” or “bad”. there’s a whole world of flavor in coffee — complex, layered, 
and often surprising. To navigate that world, you need more than just a good palate. You need 
language. 

In specialty coffee, flavor descriptors are everywhere — printed on bags, listed on menus, shared in 
cuppings. And while they might sound poetic or even a little pretentious at first, they’re actually 
practical. If you understand what those words mean — and how to relate them to your own preferences 
— you can start choosing coffees you’ll actually enjoy. You’ll miss less often. You’ll waste fewer 
beans on brews that looked good on paper but didn’t land in the cup. 

This section introduces the tools and concepts that help you put words to what you’re tasting — a skill 
that’s essential for understanding how both the variety of the coffee and the way it’s processed shape 
what ends up in your cup. 

The flavor wheel: An essential guide to coffee tastes 
The Specialty Coffee Association (SCA) Flavor Wheel is one of the most useful tools for tasting — not 
because it tells you what to taste, but because it helps you find the words for it. Think of it as a map: 
broad categories sit in the center (like fruity, sweet, or floral), and as you move outward, those 
categories branch into more specific notes — peach, molasses, jasmine, black tea. 

It’s not just a pretty circle — though it is very pretty. The wheel is based on the World Coffee Research 
Sensory Lexicon — a massive sensory reference guide built with input from scientists, cuppers, and 
industry pros. Every flavor term on the wheel has a precise definition, often tied to a real-world 
reference. When someone says “peach”, they’re not just free-associating — they’re pointing to a 
specific, calibrated flavor standard. Same for “brown spice”, “sour”, or “hazelnut”. 

That’s what makes the wheel more than a tasting toy: it creates a shared vocabulary. Roasters, 
baristas, importers, and producers can all use it to compare notes — and actually understand each 
other. It bridges the gap between the subjective experience of flavor and the objective attempt to 
describe it. 
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It’s not about being fancy or chasing obscure descriptors. It’s about tuning into what’s already in the 
cup — and learning how to name it so you can find more of what you like. 

Let’s take a closer look. Below is the full flavor wheel — the visual map of how these descriptors are 
organized. After that, we’ll break down the main categories and what those terms actually mean in 
practice. 

 
The Coffee Taster’s Flavor Wheel by the SCA and WCR (©2016–2020) is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. 
Used with permission. More at: https://sca.coffee/research/coffee-tasters-flavor-wheel  
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Here’s how some of the main categories break down: 

● Fruity: Ranges from sweet Berry Fruits (like strawberry, blueberry, raspberry), to richer Dried 
Fruits (raisin, fig, prune), to Other Fruits like apple, pear, or stone fruits. 

● Sour: Covers acidity and tartness — from general Sour notes and malic acidity (like in green 
apples), to citrus (lemon, grapefruit, orange), and sometimes a sharper acetic tang (like 
vinegar). 

● Planty: Describes green, herbaceous, or vegetative notes — from fresh grass and herbs to 
drier hay-like or slightly raw beany flavors. 

● Roasty: These notes come from the roasting process — including basic roast, smoky, or (if 
pushed too far) burnt flavors. 

● Spicy: Warm, pungent, or aromatic spice notes, from generic pepper-like pungency to specific 
Brown Spices like cinnamon, clove, or nutmeg. 

● Nutty: Think peanut, almond, hazelnut, and other soft, rounded nut-like flavors. 

● Sweet: Not sugar-sweet, but a natural kind — like honey, caramel, molasses, maple syrup, or 
the ripe sweetness of fruit. 

● Floral: Notes that evoke rose, jasmine, lavender, chamomile, or honeysuckle — delicate and 
often aromatic. 

● Other: A catch-all for offbeat or unwanted flavors — from salty and bitter to rubbery, phenolic, 
woody, or stale. These notes often point to defects, poor storage, bad roasting, or 
over-fermentation. While rarely desirable, they’re useful for identifying when something in the 
coffee has gone sideways. 

The flavor wheel isn’t about chasing exotic descriptors. It’s a practical way to break down what you’re 
tasting and start connecting your sensory experience to real, shared terms. 

Starting to see flavors: Connecting what you taste to words 
At first, flavor descriptors can seem vague — or worse, made up. But the key is recognizing that they’re 
not meant to be literal. When someone says a coffee has notes of peach, hazelnut, or strawberries, it 
rarely tastes exactly like those things. What you’re perceiving are hints, overlaps, shared chemical 
compounds — not direct matches. 

Think of it more like a memory than a recipe. A coffee described as “peach-like” might not taste like 
biting into a peach, but it could have stone fruit sweetness, a soft acidity, or an aroma that triggers a 
familiar association. “Hazelnut” might show up as gentle nuttiness, an earthy undertone, or a smooth, 
creamy texture. 

Flavor notes are mental shortcuts — ways to translate a complex mix of volatile compounds into 
something we already know how to describe. The more familiar you are with those reference points, 
the easier it becomes to taste them in coffee. 

And once you know how to recognize those hints, they’re not just descriptors — they’re tools for 
figuring out what you like. If you enjoy the crisp bite of citrus, coffees with “lemon” or “grapefruit” notes 
might be your thing. If warm, nutty flavors are more your style, you might gravitate toward those 
profiles instead. 
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Building your sensory vocabulary 
Here are some ways to strengthen the connection between what you taste and what you say: 

1. Flavor Recall 
When you see a descriptor, try to remember what that thing actually tastes and smells like. 
“Citrus” doesn’t mean much unless you’ve got lemon or orange locked in your mental archive. 

2. Taste It Yourself 
Whenever you can, taste the real ingredients behind flavor notes — berries, nuts, sugars, 
spices. Pay attention to how they feel, smell, and finish. The more reference points you collect, 
the better.  

You’ve seen it mentioned before — the World Coffee Research Sensory Lexicon. It’s still the gold 
standard for digging deeper: precise definitions, intensity levels, and real-world references that 
take the guesswork out of flavor. 

3. Word Association 
Be specific when describing flavor. Instead of “sweet”, is it sharp like white sugar, rich like 
caramel, or mellow like honey? 

4. Mental Pictures 
Build images for each group — a fruit basket, a jar of honey, a rose garden. Tying a sensory note 
to a visual or physical reference makes it easier to remember — and easier to name. 

Building the basics for more flavor adventures 
Getting familiar with these core flavor groups — and learning how to picture them — is the first step 
toward understanding what makes coffee taste the way it does. As we move into varieties and 
processing, you’ll start to see how these flavor building blocks show up in all kinds of combinations. 

Once you have the language and the framework, it becomes easier to spot what’s in the cup — and to 
appreciate the choices that brought it there. 

Brewing basics 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Brewing methods don’t just make coffee — they shape its flavor. 

● This chapter gives you a no-fuss overview of how different brew styles affect clarity, body, 
sweetness, and acidity. 

● Espresso: Intense, complex, and sensitive to every variable. 

● V60/Pour Over: Clean, crisp, and great for bright, fruity coffees. 

● French press: Full-bodied and sweet, with less focus on clarity. 

● AeroPress: Shockingly good for how weird it looks. 
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● Moka Pot: Great for darker roasts. 

● No deep dives, just broad strokes — enough to understand how your gear affects what ends 
up in your cup. 

● TL;DR: brew method = flavor filter. Choose the one that fits your taste. 

This isn’t a brewing guide — but if you care about flavor, it helps to know what your brew method is 
actually doing. Each one pulls out different parts of a coffee: some bring clarity, some emphasize 
body, some spotlight the origin, and most remind you that your grinder probably needs cleaning. 

The descriptions below are intentionally simplified. Every one of these methods has subcultures, hacks, 
workflows, and rabbit holes that could easily triple the size of this guide. Espresso alone has been 
known to end friendships. 

So to the detail nerds: yes, this is extremely simplified. But the goal here is to connect brewing with 
flavor — without requiring a refractometer or an existential crisis about drawdown time. 

Espresso 
This is pressure brewing at its most intense. Around 9 bars of pressure — thats roughly the pressure 
inside a truck tire — push a small amount of hot water through a compact puck of finely ground coffee. 
The whole process takes — traditionally — 25–30 seconds, but when it’s right, the result is magic: a 
thick, syrupy shot with layered flavor, concentrated sweetness, 
and a layer of crema that looks like liquid gold. It’s 
metal-filtered, so all the oils and fines stay in the cup — 
meaning more texture, more body, more everything. 

Espresso isn’t a flavor — it’s a format. You can pull a sweet and 
chocolatey Brazil or a high-acid Ethiopian, but each will behave 
differently. Light roasts tend to be brighter, more complex, and 
harder to tame. Darker roasts are more soluble and forgiving, 
but also more roast-forward. What matters is the setup: grind 
size, dose, yield, pressure, temperature — and that’s before 
we get to things like pre-infusion or puck prep. It’s technical, 
finicky, and not always friendly. But when you nail it, it’s like 
compressing an entire tasting flight into a single mouthful. 

Espresso distills a coffee’s essence into 30 seconds of flavor: intense, nuanced, and often 
unpredictable. Frustrating to learn. Addicting to master. And once you’ve nailed it — deeply personal. 

● Best for: any roast, as long as you’re willing to dial it in 

● Notes: Darker roasts are easier — they’re more soluble and often more forgiving. But light 
roasts can absolutely shine: stunning acidity, florals, or fruit. They just ask for more care. Lower 
solubility means you’ll need to balance grind, yield, temp, and time with surgical intent. 

Espresso can get surprisingly deep. If you're curious about what really shapes a shot — and why it 
sometimes goes off the rails — I explore all of that in Under Pressure.  
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Percolation (e.g. V60, Kalita, Origami) 
Hot water flows through a bed of coffee via gravity — usually through a paper or cloth filter — and what 
you get is what many would call “clean” coffee. This is filter brewing in its purest form: the method 

behind pour-overs like the Hario V60, Kalita Wave, Origami dripper, 
and countless café brews — even the humble batch brewer. The 
filter catches most of the oils and fine particles, letting the cleaner, 
more delicate compounds shine through. 

When done right, this method doesn’t just make coffee. It makes 
clarity. Bright acidity, aromatic highs, fruit notes you didn’t know 
coffee could have — all of that comes forward. If a coffee has 
nuance, this is how you find it. Depending on the coffee you use the 
result can get shockingly close to the taste of fruit juice or in the 
case of iced coffee even something like ice tea! 

That said, it’s still a technique game. Variables like grind size, 
water temperature, bloom, pour speed, and even kettle control 
all play a role. 

● Best for: Light to medium roasts with bright acidity, florals, or fruit-forward profiles. 

● Notes: Due to paper filtering, which results in little to no body, Chocolatey or dark profiles can 
feel muddy, empty and thin. Pour-over isn’t as finicky as espresso, but it still rewards focus and 
finesse. Think less drama, more direction. 

Immersion (e.g. French Press) 
No spirals, no mental breakdowns — just coffee, water, time, and a plunger. Immersion brewing keeps 
it simple: coarse grounds steep in hot water for several minutes, then get separated with a metal or 
mesh filter. The result? A full-bodied, low-acid brew with rich 
texture and deep, comforting sweetness. 

It’s not the cleanest cup you can make — the metal filter lets more 
oils and fines through — but what you lose in clarity, you gain in 
warmth and roundness: Nutty, chocolatey, earthy, and mellow. 
Less sparkle, more hug. 

And while it’s often described as “easy”, don’t mistake that for 
“random”. Ratios still matter. Scales are still your friend. But 
immersion is more forgiving than pour-over or espresso — there’s 
no delicate pouring technique, no paper filter to restrict flow, and no 
drama if your grind isn’t lab-grade perfect. Extended contact time 
helps smooth over small errors. Extraction just… happens. No diva 
behavior here. 

● Best for: cozy flavor profiles, or anyone who wants great coffee without needing to master 
drawdown charts. You can still use lighter roasts, nothing bad will happen. 

● Notes: Big, bold, and approachable. Not for chasing acidity or floral nuance — but excellent 
when you want something round, sweet, and deeply satisfying.  
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Aeropress 
Deceptively simple. Weirdly powerful. The AeroPress is what happens when a coffee-loving engineer 
invents a plastic syringe and accidentally reinvents home brewing. It uses immersion like a French 

press, (paper) filters like pour-over, and finishes with a gentle 
press — delivering a cup that’s clean, full-bodied, or even 
espresso-ish depending on how you play it. 

That’s the magic: it adapts. Change the grind, water temp, brew 
time, ratio, filter type (paper or metal), even flip the whole thing 
upside down. Every variable is in your hands — and with so little 
fuss, it invites experimentation. Want something tea-like and 
bright? Easy. Looking for something bold, warm and comforting? 
Done. 

It’s tiny, nearly indestructible (drop it, throw it, forget it in your 
backpack for a month — it’ll be fine), and brews straight into a 
mug. And while it’s often treated as a “beginner” device, don’t be 
fooled — it’s the brew method that launched a global 
championship. There’s even a cult around it. But unlike most 
cults, this one gives you good coffee 

● Best for: Literally anything — it handles light roasts, naturals, funky fermentation bombs, and 
washed classics with equal grace. 

● Notes: Travel-proof, endlessly hackable, and forgiving without being boring. If French press is 
the comfort food of brewing, AeroPress is the clever multi-tool — compact, resilient, and always 
up for something new. All it needs is a scale and a sense of curiosity. 

Moka Pot 
The Moka Pot is old-school engineering at its best: steam pressure, a metal funnel, and just enough 
drama to feel like you’re making something serious. Invented in Italy in the 1930s, it’s often called 
“stovetop espresso” — which isn’t quite accurate (it doesn’t reach 
espresso-level pressure), but it does produce a concentrated, bold 
cup that punches above its weight. 

Water in the bottom chamber heats up, builds pressure, and 
pushes through very finely ground coffee into the upper chamber. 
The result? A thick, potent brew with big body, dark flavors, 
and plenty of nostalgia if you grew up near one. It’s perfect with 
milk — especially if you’re into cappuccino-style comfort without 
the machine. 

That said, it’s not the most delicate brewer on the block. It runs 
hot, fast, and a bit rough. Light roasts can come out flat or overly 
harsh, and fruitier coffees often lose their sparkle. But give it a 
dark roast or a nutty chocolate bomb? That’s where it shines. 

● Best for: darker roasts and coffees you plan to pair with 
milk  
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● Notes: Can taste harsh or overdone with lighter, fruit-forward coffees. 

Water & grinding 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Coffee is 98% water — so if your water is off, your coffee will be too. 

● Hard water can block acidity and clarity. 

● Soft or distilled water can under-extract and taste weak. 

● High bicarbonate water mutes flavor. 

● Use filtered water that tastes clean on its own. If you want to go deeper, try mineral packets 
like Third Wave Water — or full DIY formulas if you're that kind of nerd. 

● Grinding fresh is non-negotiable. Pre-ground = pre-stale. 

● Use a burr grinder, not blades. 

● Match grind size to your brew method (and adjust to taste). 

● Even five minutes matters. Grind right before you brew. 

● TL;DR: water and grind won’t fix bad coffee — but they’ll stop you from ruining good coffee. 

When people talk about coffee quality, they usually start with origin, roast, or brew method. Fair 
enough. But two of the most important — and most overlooked — variables are the water you brew 
with and how (and when) you grind your coffee. These don’t magically improve the coffee itself — bad 
beans brewed perfectly are still bad coffee. But they do make sure you’re tasting what’s actually there, 
not just what your equipment or tap water messed up along the way. 

Get these right, and even modest coffees can taste clean, balanced, and true to character. Get them 
wrong, and even a stunning microlot can end up tasting like disappointment in a mug. 

Water: The silent ingredient 
Coffee is mostly water — around 98%. Which makes it awkward that most people don’t think about it 
much. But here’s the deal: water isn’t just a carrier. It’s the extraction agent. It pulls flavor from the 
grounds and delivers it to your cup. If your water isn’t right, your brew won’t be either. Doesn’t 
matter how expensive your beans are — bad water can ruin good coffee faster than a dull grinder. 

So what makes water “good” for brewing? The short version: it needs to be just mineralized enough to 
extract flavor, but not so loaded with minerals that it muddies or blocks it. 

Here’s how it can go wrong: 

● Hard water (high in calcium and magnesium) can bind to key flavor compounds — especially 
acids — and prevent them from extracting properly. The result: flat, dull coffee that feels like it's 
missing something. 
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● Soft water (low in minerals, especially if distilled or reverse-osmosis) can under-extract the 

coffee, leaving it weak, sour, or hollow. 

● High-bicarbonate water (common in areas with “alkaline” or high-pH water) can suppress 
acidity and brightness — everything ends up tasting muted or muddy, like it’s been run through 
a sponge. 

The Specialty Coffee Association recommends: 

● Total hardness: ~50–175 ppm 

● Alkalinity: ~40 ppm 

● pH: close to neutral (around 7) 

And before your eyes glaze over — no, you don’t need to become a water chemist to make good 
coffee. For most people, filtered tap water (Brita, charcoal filter, etc.) is a solid upgrade. If your tap 
water already tastes good on its own — clean, neutral, not metallic or overly mineral — it’s probably 
fine for brewing. 

But if you want to go deeper, there are options: 

● Mineral packets like Third Wave Water let you start with distilled water and add back the ideal 
balance of minerals for coffee brewing. It sounds over-the-top until you taste it side-by-side. It’s 
one of the few coffee nerd upgrades that consistently pays off. 

● DIY recipes (if you’re really going there) let you adjust hardness and alkalinity by adding 
measured amounts of baking soda, epsom salt, or calcium salts. Not beginner territory — but 
surprisingly accessible with a basic scale and jug. 

● TDS meters (which measure parts per million) can give you a rough idea of your water’s 
mineral content, but they don’t tell the full story. Two waters can have the same TDS and taste 
totally different depending on the mineral balance. Use them as a guide, not gospel. 

The bottom line? Only use water you’d drink straight. If your water tastes weird, so will your coffee. If 
it’s super hard or super soft, don’t be surprised when the coffee falls flat or tastes like coins. 

Water won’t make bad beans taste great. But it will let your coffee show up to the cup as its actual self 
— for better or worse. 

Grinding: The flavor gatekeeper 
Let’s make this simple: grind your coffee fresh. Always. 

No exceptions, no just-this-once. If you’d never pre-grind pepper for a meal three weeks in advance, 
why do it with coffee — where it’s the only ingredient in the cup? 

Fresh ground coffee releases volatile aromatics within seconds. Most of those begin to degrade almost 
immediately. The moment you grind it, the clock starts ticking. That bag of pre-ground you opened last 
week? Already on its way to the compost heap, flavor-wise. 

We twist pepper mills like it’s a sacred ritual, but for coffee — a drink entirely defined by aroma — we 
balk at turning a handle. Get a grinder. Use it. Thank yourself later.  

 The Anatomy of Coffee Flavor — A Guide for Curious Drinkers 21 



 
How to Grind Right 

● Use a burr grinder. Not a blade. 
Burr grinders crush beans evenly. Blade grinders bash them into random dust, creating 
bitter-over and sour-under-extracted chaos in the same cup. 

● Match the grind to your method. 
Rule of thumb: Coarse for French press, medium for pour-over, fine for espresso. Use guides if 
you need to — then adjust to taste. 

● Grind just before brewing. 
Even five minutes makes a difference. If you take nothing else from this entire document: grind 
fresh. 

Grinding is the single easiest way to make your coffee better — immediately. It’s low-hanging fruit, and 
all it takes is a grinder. Like the pepper mill on your counter — just more useful, and possibly more 
satisfying to use. 

Storage & freshness 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Coffee goes stale faster than you think — especially after roasting, and immediately after 
grinding. 

● What fades isn’t caffeine, but flavor: clarity, sweetness, nuance. 

● The four enemies: oxygen, moisture, heat, light. Keep them out. 

● Store beans airtight, in a cool, dark place. Grind fresh. Don’t freeze unless you know what 
you’re doing. 

● “Freshly roasted” doesn’t mean much without a date. Pre-ground is rarely worth it. 

● Freshness isn’t about “drinkable”. It’s about tasting what the coffee was meant to be. 

You can buy the best coffee in the world — but if you store it badly, you’ll never taste it at its best. 
Freshness is one of the most underrated (and misunderstood) factors in coffee quality — at least for 
beginners. 

Coffee flavor isn’t just about origin or roast. It’s also about what happens after roasting — and how well 
you protect what’s left in the bag. 

Freshness and why it matters 
Roasted coffee is volatile. That’s a good thing. It’s full of aromatic compounds that make coffee smell 
and taste like something worth paying attention to. But those compounds break down fast — especially 
when exposed to air, moisture, heat, or light.  
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Give it a few weeks, and even the most expressive cup can turn flat. Not awful, just... lifeless. What 
disappears isn’t caffeine — it’s sweetness, brightness, and character. The sort of things you noticed 
in that one great cup and then couldn’t stop thinking about. Once you’ve tasted coffee that still has its 
full personality, stale beans start to feel like you’re drinking the ghost of something better. 

Ground coffee is worse. Once it’s ground, its surface area increases dramatically, and those volatile 
aromatics? They vanish. Within minutes, it’s already halfway to bland. That “freshly ground” coffee from 
the supermarket? If it was ground before you bought it, it wasn’t fresh when you did. 

And those bags labeled “freshly roasted” — with no roast date in sight and a best-before sticker set 12 
months out? That’s marketing, not freshness. 

How to Kill Your Coffee (Please Don’t) 
Imagine you were a sadist and you wanted to squeeze every last bit of life out of your coffee. Here’s 
how you’d do it: 

● Leave the bag open, 
● put it next to a sunny window, 
● store it above the dishwasher, 
● and pre-grind it for good measure. 

Congratulations: you’ve created the perfect environment for your beans to die a slow, stale death. 

There are four main culprits doing the dirty work: 

● Oxygen — starts the oxidation spiral that flattens everything interesting. 
● Moisture — causes spoilage, clumping, and vaguely tragic flavors. 
● Heat — accelerates chemical breakdown and robs your coffee of life. 
● Light — breaks down aromatics like a UV buzzkill. 

These aren’t minor nuisances — they’re the reason that yesterday’s great coffee might taste like 
cardboard today. Your job is to keep them out. Store smart. Seal tight. No rocket science required. 

And if this read more like a guide to bean-related cruelty than you were expecting... well, let’s hope it 
stays theoretical. Please don’t torture your coffee. It deserves better. 

How to store your coffee properly 
● Keep it in an airtight container 

Ideally with a one-way valve to release CO₂ while preventing oxygen from getting in. Avoid jars 
with loose-fitting lids. 

● Store it in a cool, dry, dark place 
Think pantry or cupboard — not the fridge (too humid) or countertop next to a hot appliance. 

● Use whole beans, grind on demand 
Grinding right before brewing protects volatile compounds. 

● Don’t freeze unless you do it right 
Freezing can preserve beans long-term, but only if they’re vacuum-sealed and only opened 
once. Frequent in-and-out creates condensation and ruins everything. 
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How long is coffee “fresh”? 

● Whole bean: best within 2–6 weeks of roast date 
● Frozen, vacuum-sealed: can last several months with minimal quality loss when stored 

properly 
● Ground coffee: best within minutes to a few hours  

Freshness is not just about “is it still drinkable?” — it’s about whether the coffee still expresses the 
clarity, sweetness, and nuance it had when it was roasted. Once that’s gone, no brew method or recipe 
can bring it back. 

Processing methods & flavor 
One quick thing before we dive in: 

The flavor notes you’ll see in this chapter (and the one on varieties) aren’t hard rules — they’re 
patterns. Helpful ones. But still just patterns. 

Coffee is complicated. Really complicated. The moment you think you’ve pinned something down, 
along comes a tank full of microbes doing their own thing, or a drying bed hit by a cold front, or a roast 
that ran two seconds longer than planned. Add water chemistry, green coffee storage, altitude, terroir, 
and about a hundred other variables, and you start to see the problem: this isn’t plug-and-play. It’s 
controlled chaos. 

Even two coffees from the same farm, same variety, same process, same everything — they can still 
taste a little different. So when we say “washed coffees tend to taste clean and bright”, that’s not a 
promise. It’s just what usually happens when all the stars align. 

The point isn’t to treat these flavor notes like gospel. It’s to give you a sense of what’s likely — and why. 
From there, the only way to really know is to taste. 

Initial processing: Foundational flavor profiles 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Coffee’s first big flavor fork happens right after harvest — how it’s processed changes 
everything. 

● Washed coffees = clean, bright, high clarity. Think tea-like, transparent, and 
terroir-forward. 

● Natural coffees = bold, fruity, often sweet and full-bodied — but harder to roast cleanly. 

● Honey process = the in-between method. Balances clarity with sweetness; how much 
mucilage stays on affects the cup (Yellow < Red < Black). 

● These aren’t just technical details — they set the stage for acidity, body, and how origin or 
variety show up in your cup. 
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Before coffee gets roasted or brewed, it has to be processed. This is the step that turns a fruit — the 
ripe coffee cherry — into the green seed we roast. And how that transition happens is one of the most 
important decisions in a coffee’s life. 

Processing defines the first major contact between the bean and the world outside its skin. It’s the 
difference between a coffee that tastes like crisp lemon tea and one that leans into jammy berries or 
sticky toffee. If you're chasing clarity, balance, or fruit, this is where you start paying attention. 

There are three fundamental approaches to this stage: Washed, Natural, and Honey. Each one is 
standard across the coffee-producing world. Each one sets a different trajectory for flavor. 

Washed (wet) process 
In the washed process, the cherry is stripped down 
to its bare essentials. After de-pulping, the sticky 
mucilage is broken down through fermentation and 
then washed away with water. What’s left is just the 
bean — no sugars, no skin, no anything — drying 
out in the open, ready to show off what it’s really 
made of. 

This method is all about removing variables. No 
fruit contact means less chance of overripe or 
fermented flavors sneaking in. What you taste is 
the bean, the terroir, and the variety — more than 
the process itself. 

Why it stuck around: 
It’s consistent, scalable, and relatively easy to control — as long as you’ve got access to clean water 
and a place to dry your coffee evenly. That’s why washed is the go-to method in many origin-countries. 
And while it’s been around for ages, it’s far from boring: it gives producers and roasters a neutral 
canvas to highlight the bean’s natural clarity and structure. 

Roasting notes: 
Washed coffees are straightforward. Lower sugar content means less risk of scorching or tipping, and 
their even moisture levels make them more forgiving. That’s why they often roast clean and perform 
well at lighter levels — ideal for showing off acidity, florals, and nuance. 

Is this for me? 
If you like bright, clean, and crisp coffee with clearly defined notes — think citrus, black tea, florals 
— this is your home base. Washed coffees tend to feel precise and articulate. But if you’re after big 
body or jammy sweetness, they might feel a bit too polite.  

 The Anatomy of Coffee Flavor — A Guide for Curious Drinkers 25 



 
Natural (dry) process 

In natural processing, the whole cherry is dried intact 
— skin, pulp, everything. It’s the oldest method we 
know, and still one of the most expressive. As the fruit 
dries around the bean, sugars and acids seep in, 
creating bold, wild, often unpredictable flavors. When 
done right, naturals are juicy, punchy, and full of 
character. When done wrong... you’ll know. 

Expect vibrant fruit (berries, tropicals, stone fruits), 
deeper sweetness, and sometimes that boozy, 
fermented edge — kind of like nature’s open-air 
fermentation experiment. 

Why it stuck around: 
It’s simple and water-efficient, especially in regions where clean water is scarce. And when it works, it 
really works: naturals can produce unforgettable cups. But the margin for error is small — drying has to 
be slow, steady, and closely monitored to avoid mold, rot, or flavors that lean more barnyard than 
blueberry. 

Roasting notes: 
These beans carry a lot of sugar and residual fruit matter. That means they darken fast and can scorch 
if not handled gently. Roasters typically keep their profiles tight and controlled — too fast and you burn 
the sweetness, too slow and the fruit turns to funk. 

Is this for me? 
If you like bold, sweet, and fruit-forward cups — or if “clean and subtle” sounds a bit too safe — 
naturals might be your jam. Literally. But be warned: they don’t always taste like “coffee” in the 
traditional sense. Some people fall hard for the fruit bomb profile. Others taste one cup and swear off 
naturals for life. If you’re up for something wild and you don’t mind a little unpredictability, jump in. 

Honey (pulped natural) process 
Honey processing starts like washed: the cherries are de-pulped to remove the outer skin. But instead 
of scrubbing everything off, producers leave some of the sticky mucilage — the sugary layer 
surrounding the bean — intact during drying. How much mucilage stays on? That’s the trick. It defines 
the style, the flavor, and even the name: Yellow, Red, or Black Honey. 

Think of it like a spectrum of stickiness:  
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Yellow Honey (~25%) is the most washed-adjacent 
version. Just a thin layer of mucilage is left on the 
bean — enough to nudge up sweetness and 
mouthfeel, but not enough to overwhelm the cup. 
Drying tends to be faster, so there's less time for 
heavy fermentation to take hold. You’ll get a crisp, 
bright cup with gentle fruit — citrus, apple, maybe a 
little floral lift — and a structure that still feels clean 
and tidy. Great when you want a touch of richness 
without losing clarity. 

Red Honey (~50%) is where things get deeper and 
more textured. A moderate layer of mucilage slows 
down the drying and allows more sugar to caramelize 
onto the bean. Expect a rounder body, more warmth, 
and richer sweetness. Flavors lean toward ripe 
stone fruits, brown sugar, and soft caramel — still 
structured, but with a plush, more comforting feel. It is 
a stable middle ground, right between washed and 
natural processes. 

Black Honey (~100%) is the heavy-hitter. The entire 
mucilage layer is left on, and drying is often done 
slowly, sometimes in shade, to keep the sticky sugars 
from fermenting too fast or attracting mold. The result? 
Syrupy texture, bold sweetness, and a cup that 
leans into dried fruit, molasses, jam, and sometimes 
even winey or spiced notes. When done well, it’s 
intense and stunning. But it’s also high-risk: too much 
heat or humidity and things can turn funky — and not 
always in a good way. 

Why it stuck around: 
Honey offers producers a flexible way to dial in flavor without needing as much water as the washed 
process — a major win in drier regions. It bridges the best of both worlds: the clarity of washed, the 
richness of natural. But it also demands serious attention — especially during drying, where heat and 
airflow need to be just right to avoid over-fermentation or off-flavors. In the right hands, it’s a method 
that rewards control with nuance. 

Roasting notes: 
All that sugar clings to the surface — great for sweetness, not so great for heat. These beans roast hot 
and fast, so careful control is key. Roasters often use lower charge temperatures or gentler curves, 
especially with darker honeys, to prevent scorching and to bring out the deep caramel and fruit notes 
without tipping into ash. 

Is this for me? 
If you love complexity but don’t want to dive headfirst into the funk of naturals, honey might be your 
sweet spot. It’s layered, a little unpredictable, and endlessly tweakable. But if you prefer your cup 
either ultra-clean or full-throttle fruity, honey’s middle ground might leave you wishing it picked a side.
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Same Cherry, Different Cup 
Processing is the first major fork in the road after harvest. It doesn’t override origin or variety — but it 
heavily steers the result. Two identical cherries, one washed and one natural, can end up tasting 
worlds apart. 

And once you’ve tasted the difference, you’ll start spotting it everywhere. Love clean, tea-like coffees? 
Go washed. Prefer something bold and sweet? Look for naturals. Want something in between? Honey 
might be your match. 

Processing isn’t just a technical detail. It’s a flavor design choice — and once you learn to taste what 
each method brings to the table, choosing coffee becomes a lot more intentional. 

Fermentation techniques: Enhancing flavor complexity 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Some producers don’t stop at washed, natural, or honey — they push fermentation further 
to dial in flavor. 

● Anaerobic — sealed, no oxygen → intense fruit, wild aromatics, winey structure. 

● Carbonic maceration — wine-making meets coffee → berries, jam, florals, super clean. 

● Lactic — yogurt logic → creamy body, mellow tang, tropical & buttery notes. 

● Yeast inoculation — flavor by design → high clarity, floral lift, juicy citrus. 

● Koji — enzymes from miso/sake mold → deep sweetness, umami, dessert-like layers. 

● These methods are experimental — sometimes wild, sometimes polished. Always chasing 
new flavor space. 

Fermentation happens whether you want it to or not. The second coffee cherries are picked, microbes 
start doing their thing — breaking down sugars, creating acids, transforming flavor. Traditionally, that 
action was part of washed or natural processing, mostly left to the environment and luck. But more and 
more, producers are getting involved on purpose. 

Call it microbial direction. Controlled chaos. Designer fermentation. Whatever the label, the idea is the 
same: instead of leaving flavor development to chance, what if we could shape it? Introduce specific 
conditions. Nudge certain bacteria. Change how long and how intensely things ferment — and in what 
kind of environment. 

These techniques go beyond washed, natural, or honey — they’re add-ons, amplifiers, and 
experiments. Some push clarity, others go full fruit bomb. All of them live at the edge of what coffee 
flavor can be. 

Let’s take a tour.  
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Anaerobic fermentation 
Anaerobic means “without air”, and that’s exactly what defines this method. Coffee — either as whole 
cherries or depulped beans — is sealed in airtight tanks. Without oxygen, a specific crew of microbes 
(anaerobic yeasts and bacteria) take over, processing sugars at a slower, more controlled pace. 

What’s actually happening: Sugars get broken 
down into acids and alcohols, releasing a slew of 
volatile compounds that dramatically shift the 
coffee’s aroma and structure. Think fermentation — 
but with a tighter leash. 

In the cup: Wild tropical notes (mango, guava, 
passionfruit), zesty or wine-like acidity, and 
occasionally off-the-wall aromatics like cotton 
candy, rum, or bubblegum. Not subtle — but often 
spectacular. 

Scientists are still unpacking the exact flavor pathways here. What’s known: oxygen-free environments 
create different conditions for microbial metabolism. What’s unknown: how to predict the outcome. For 
now, it’s equal parts biology and black magic — but when it works, it really works. 

Carbonic maceration 
Inspired by Beaujolais Nouveau and natural wines, carbonic maceration starts with whole, unpulped 
cherries placed in a sealed tank — but instead of just removing oxygen, the tank is flushed with CO₂. 

This CO₂-rich, oxygen-starved environment triggers 
“intracellular fermentation” — meaning the fruit 
starts fermenting from the inside out, with enzymes 
and yeasts doing their thing within the cherry before 
it's even broken open. 

In the cup: Bright berries, jammy sweetness, 
florals, and low bitterness. Raspberry, 
strawberry, and hibiscus are common notes. 
Think fresh, fruit-forward, and super clean — with 
structure and polish. 

This method keeps the wild microbes out and leans into what’s already inside the cherry. The result is 
often startlingly pure — like someone turned the volume up on the coffee’s natural fruitiness, without 
adding distortion.  
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Lactic fermentation 
This technique sets the stage for lactic acid bacteria (LAB) — the same ones responsible for the 
creamy tang in yogurt and the fizz in sauerkraut — to take center stage. 

Producers usually start with depulped coffee and ferment it in low-oxygen tanks, creating conditions 
where LAB can flourish. These microbes feed on 
residual sugars, generating lactic acid and a 
cascade of flavor-boosting byproducts. 

In the cup: Creamy body, soft rounded acidity, 
and a gentle brightness — more “Greek yogurt” 
than “lemon zest”. Expect tropical and stone fruit, 
sometimes layered with richer chocolate or 
buttery notes. 

The science is still developing, but different LAB 
strains clearly steer flavor in different directions. 
This method isn’t about going wild — it’s about 
adding polish. If you're chasing smooth, plush, and 
balanced, lactic fermentation is your friend. 

Yeast inoculation 
Instead of letting wild microbes have their say, yeast inoculation puts the producer in control — seeding 
the fermentation with specific, lab-selected strains known to enhance certain flavor compounds. 

It’s not unlike choosing a sourdough culture or a winemaking yeast: different strains bring different 
results. Some enhance fruitiness, others emphasize florals or acidity. It's fermentation with a roadmap. 

In the cup: High clarity, intentionality, and focus. Expect citrus zest, jasmine, orange blossom, fresh 
berries — and little of the funk or unpredictability of wild fermentation. 

The best part? Yeast strains are well studied in other industries, and coffee is catching up. If your 
coffee tastes like someone fine-tuned every flavor knob, this might be the reason why. 

Koji fermentation 
Borrowed from traditional Japanese food fermentation, 
this method uses Aspergillus oryzae — the same mold 
that makes miso, soy sauce, and sake — to break 
down complex compounds inside the coffee cherry. 

Koji produces enzymes that digest proteins and 
carbohydrates into flavorful, soluble compounds. In 
coffee, this translates to surprising sweetness, 
richness, and complexity. 

In the cup: A heavier, almost creamy body. Notes of 
molasses, stone fruit, toasted sugar, sometimes 
even savory or dessert-like layers. Imagine crème 
brûlée meets plum jam — then add coffee.  
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Koji fermentation is still new territory in coffee, and much of the science is ongoing. But what’s clear 
already: this isn’t a subtle tweak — it’s a bold rethinking of what coffee can taste like. 

Refining flavors: Finishing touches 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● After fermentation, some producers apply extra techniques to fine-tune flavor — like 
thermal shock (rapid temp shifts to boost aromatics) or the monsooned process (weeks of 
humid exposure for earthy, low-acid cups). 

● These aren’t about transformation so much as refinement — adding that final tweak to push a 
coffee’s profile in a specific direction. 

● Results can be floral and bright, or heavy and woody — depending on the method. 

● Niche, experimental, and still being studied — but increasingly part of the specialty 
toolbox. 

Once the main processing and fermentation are done, some producers add a few extra steps — not to 
preserve the coffee, but to push it a little further. These treatments aren’t about changing the core 
identity of the bean. They’re more like adjusting contrast and sharpness at the end of an edit: subtle, 
intentional, and aimed at shaping how that coffee shows up in the cup. 

They don’t get as much attention as washed vs natural — but they can leave a lasting mark on flavor. 

Thermal shock 
Thermal shock is a post-fermentation technique that exposes beans to rapid temperature shifts, often 
by rinsing or immersing them in hot water followed by cold, or flipping those steps. The idea? Volatile 
aroma compounds might become more expressive when the bean’s cellular structure is jolted. 

In the cup: Proponents claim it can lift florals, boost acidity, and make certain aromatics more 
intense — think jasmine, citrus zest, or white wine notes. 

Caveat: It's still early days scientifically. There’s excitement, but not much hard data. Some swear it 
adds something, others say it’s hype. Either way, it’s coffee’s version of a cold plunge — dramatic, 
stimulating, and not fully understood.  
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Monsooned process 
This technique is mostly found along India’s Malabar coast. Instead of drying quickly, green beans are 

left in open-walled warehouses for weeks — 
soaking up humid monsoon winds. Over time, the 
beans swell, mellow, and change dramatically. 

In the cup: Lower acidity, heavier body, and 
flavors that veer musty, earthy, woody — 
sometimes leathery. It’s an acquired taste, often 
used in blends to add weight and smoothness. 

Note: Monsooning doesn’t add complexity in the 
modern specialty sense — it softens and dulls 
instead. But it’s a deliberate style with a distinct 
identity. Think of it as the port wine of coffee: rich, 
oxidized, and unapologetically old-school. 

Coffee variety & flavor 

 This part — in a nutshell 

● Just like apples, different coffee varieties have distinct natural flavor tendencies — and 
not every bean can become everything. 

● Variety is the genetic foundation: Geisha will lean floral no matter how you process it; 
Bourbon tends to be sweet and balanced. 

● This section breaks down what to expect from the most common Arabica varieties — 
plus a few emerging and rare types worth knowing. 

● Use it as a flavor map: if you’re hunting for a specific taste (fruit, chocolate, florals), 
picking the right variety is a smart place to start. 

Not all beans are built the same. 

This section breaks down how different coffee varieties tend to taste — from the well-known classics to 
a few rare gems. If you're just here for the flavor essentials, you've already got the tools. But if you're 
curious about how genetics shape the cup, read on. 

Think of it like apples. A Granny Smith will never taste like a Fuji — no matter how you slice it. Coffee’s 
the same. Every variety has its own built-in flavor potential. You can roast it, process it, ferment it, but 
you can’t turn a delicate Geisha into a chocolate bomb. Genetics set the boundaries. 

That said, those boundaries are flexible. Terroir, processing, and skill can stretch or soften them — just 
like how the same apple grown in two different orchards can taste slightly different. Still, the core 
identity remains. Bourbon will likely be sweet and round. SL28 will probably scream blackcurrant. And if 
a coffee doesn’t taste the way you hoped, it might not be the roast or recipe — it might be the wrong 
variety for your taste.  
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What follows is a tour of some of the most common (and some emerging) Arabica varieties, and what 
they usually bring to the cup. These aren’t flavor promises — more like signposts. Useful when you’re 
choosing what to try next, or just trying to understand why a particular coffee hit you right. 

Most of the data here comes from deep dives into cupping notes and my own experience — with 
support from the World Coffee Research Variety Catalog and Green Coffee Collective. Consider it a 
map, not a rulebook. 

Common varieties: Foundational flavor profiles 
These are the heavy hitters — widely grown, well-understood, and often used as benchmarks in the 
specialty coffee world. When people talk about "classic" coffee flavor, chances are they're describing 
one of these. 

Bourbon: 
One of the original stars of Arabica. First cultivated on Île Bourbon (now Réunion) — an island in the 
Indian ocean and part of France — this variety made its 
way to mainland Africa and Latin America in the 18th and 
19th centuries, where it spread widely due to its favorable 
yield and flavor profile. It grows best at medium to high 
altitudes (1,100–2,000 meters) and is prized for its relatively 
low mutation rate, making it a reliable benchmark for cup 
quality. Its balanced expression and good sweetness make 
it a go-to for producers and roasters alike. 

(Typically) Tastes like: brown sugar, caramel, and ripe 
stone fruit, with soft citrus and nut notes. Balanced, sweet, 
and easy to love. 

Castillo: 
Colombia’s go-to for rust resistance and reliability. Bred from 
Caturra and a Timor Hybrid, Castillo is the result of decades of 
agronomic matchmaking. Designed to keep farms afloat while 
still tasting good — and with the right care, it really can. 

(Typically) Tastes like: bright acidity, brown sugar 
sweetness, caramel, and gentle fruit. A clean cup with wide 
appeal — practical, but not boring. 

Caturra: 
A natural Bourbon mutation first spotted in Brazil in the 
1930s. It’s compact (easier to harvest), higher-yielding than 
its parent, and widely grown across Latin America. Not as 
expressive as Bourbon, but still sweet and well-behaved in 
the cup. 

(Typically) Tastes like: milk chocolate, sweet citrus, soft 
florals, and a touch of nuttiness. Friendly, smooth, and often 
underrated. 
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Pacamara: 

The gentle giant. This cross between Pacas and 
Maragogipe (aka the bean with biceps) was bred in El 
Salvador for flavor fireworks — and it delivers. Big beans, 
big body, and a bold, often wild profile. Can be a roaster’s 
dream… or nightmare. 

(Typically) Tastes like: dark fruit, spice, herbs, sometimes 
savory or floral. Not subtle — and that’s the point. 

Pacas: 
Another Bourbon mutation, found in El Salvador in the 
1940s. Shorter plants, decent yields, and enough Bourbon 
character to keep things interesting. Often used in breeding 
projects — and capable of very solid cups on its own. 

(Typically) Tastes like: stone fruit, brown sugar, toasted 
nuts. Balanced and accessible, like a playlist everyone can 
agree on. 

Sl28: 
The Kenyan icon. Bred in the 1930s at the Scott 
Agricultural Laboratories to handle drought and deliver 
quality — and it still does. Often grown at altitude 
(1,500–2,100 m), and still the benchmark for high-acid, 
fruit-forward coffee. 

(Typically) Tastes like: blackcurrant, red berries, 
citrus, syrupy texture. Juicy, complex, and 
unapologetically vibrant. 

Typica: 
The original. Typica is coffee’s great-grandparent — 
first taken from Yemen, then spread across the world. 
Most modern varieties trace their lineage back here. 
Low-yielding but high in quality when grown with 
care. 

(Typically) Tastes like: clean sweetness, soft florals, 
mild stone fruit. Refined, subtle, and full of heritage. 
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Regional varieties / Emerging in specialty 
These are the rising stars and modern workhorses — often bred for rust resistance, yield, or climate 
adaptability, but increasingly showing up in competitions and high-end lots. Some come from national 
research labs, others from cross-continental hybrids, but all are reshaping what “good” coffee can 
mean in challenging conditions. You’ll find both resilience and flavor here — sometimes surprisingly so. 

Batian: 
A tall Kenyan hybrid created by the Coffee Research Foundation in 2010, Batian was built to tackle rust 
and berry disease while keeping cup quality sky-high. It blends genetics like SL‑28, SL‑34, Rume 
Sudan, Timor Hybrid and more, making it both robust in the field and impressive in the cup. Grows 
beautifully at 1,500–2,100 m, and is a favorite among smallholders for its resilience and performance. 

(Typically) Tastes like: pronounced fruity sweetness — think orange, berry, cassis — backed by soft 
caramel and tea-like florals. 

Centroamericano h1: 
An F1 hybrid released in Central America around 
2010, H1 marries rust resistance (from Sarchimor) 
with the flavor finesse of Rume Sudan, all packed into 
a compact, high-yielding tree that thrives above 
1,200 m. It's clonally propagated to retain that perfect 
genetic recipe: hardiness and taste locked in. 

(Typically) Tastes like: bright citrus, red fruit, light 
florals — and sometimes honey or cocoa under the 
right roast. 

Geisha: 
With Ethiopian roots near the village of Gesha, this variety traveled through Tanzania and Costa Rica 
before landing in Panama in the 1960s — mostly forgotten until the Peterson family rediscovered it on 
their Hacienda La Esmeralda farm. In 2004, it made 
its competition debut and shocked the coffee world 
with its outlier elegance and sky-high scores. Since 
then, Geisha (or Gesha, if you’re being linguistic) 
has become a modern legend. 

It thrives at higher altitudes — usually between 
1,400–1,900 m, where its slow maturation and lower 
yields allow its full flavor potential to develop. It’s not 
just “good for a high-altitude coffee” — it’s in a 
league of its own, often selling at record auction 
prices. 

It’s also finicky. Geisha is very selective about where it grows well. Elevation, climate, and careful 
processing are non-negotiables — in the wrong setting, it can turn flat or grassy. But when it’s on, it’s 
unforgettable. 

(Typically) Tastes like: jasmine, bergamot, tropical fruit, and citrus. Very delicate, almost tea-like. 
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Java: 

Believed to be a cross of Typica and Ethiopian 
landrace, Java was brought to Indonesia long ago. 
Grown between 1,000–1,700 m, it’s less flashy than 
Geisha but quietly refined. 

(Typically) Tastes like: soft florals, delicate spices, 
mild cocoa—subtle, balanced, and slightly nostalgic. 

Mundo novo: 
A classic Brazilian hybrid that’s been quietly doing the heavy 
lifting since the 1940s. Mundo Novo is the result of a 
spontaneous cross between Bourbon and Typica, 
discovered in the town of — you guessed it — Mundo Novo. 
It was quickly adopted across Latin America thanks to its 
vigor, rust resistance, and high yields at mid-elevations 
(800–1,300 m). It’s not the variety that headlines 
competitions or gets a lot of Instagram love, but it’s a staple 
for a reason: it grows well, processes cleanly, and delivers a 
steady, no-drama cup. Many farms use it as the backbone of 
their production — dependable, consistent, and surprisingly 
tasty when handled with care. 

(Typically) Tastes like: nutty cocoa, mild molasses, faint spice—smooth and straightforward. 

Sarchimor: 
Born from Villa Sarchi and a Timor Hybrid, Sarchimor was 
built for battle — especially against coffee leaf rust. It’s not 
always the first name on a roaster’s wishlist, but that’s 
starting to change. With careful processing, it can produce 
clean, citrus-forward cups with surprising brightness. 
Grows well across Latin America, especially between 
800–1,600 m, and is known for being reliable in the field — 
even if its flavor doesn’t always get the spotlight. 

(Typically) Tastes like: bright citrus, soft nuts, and light 
fruit — zippy, clean, and everyday-friendly. 

Rare finds: Exploring unique profiles 
These are the oddballs, the darlings of experimental farms, and the ones you’ll probably only taste 
once — if you’re lucky. Whether it’s because they’re low-yielding, hard to grow, or just plain weird, 
these varieties tend to fly under the radar. But when they hit, they really hit. Expect unexpected flavors, 
wild textures, and the kind of cups that make you double-check the label. Not everyday coffee — but 
unforgettable when it lands.  
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Acaia: 
This large-beaned Bourbon mutation from Brazil isn’t as flashy as some of its cousins, but it has a calm 
confidence all its own. Acaia performs best at mid-to-high altitudes (1,000–1,600 m), offering good 
productivity and a reliably sweet cup. It’s often used in blends, but when roasted with care, it stands up 
solo just fine — think mellow sweetness and gentle charm, not fireworks. 

(Typically) Tastes like: chocolate, almond, milk caramel, and a whisper of citrus or floral. 

Anacafé 14: 
Developed in the 1970s by Guatemala’s national coffee association, Anacafé 14 was designed to resist 
rust without giving up quality. It didn’t make waves at first, but in recent years it’s started showing up in 
more specialty contexts — especially from farms at 1,500–1,700 m. It’s got a reliable structure, a 
pleasing profile, and just enough fruit and acidity to keep things interesting. 

(Typically) Tastes like: chocolate, red fruit, nutty notes—sweet, bright, yet grounded. 

Arara: 
A newer face in Brazilian coffee, Arara is a cross 
between Obatã and Yellow Catuaí — built for disease 
resistance and cup potential. What sets it apart is how 
well it balances productivity with flavor. At 
900–1,300 m, it yields big, uniform beans with naturally 
high sweetness, often making it a standout on the 
cupping table even among more established varieties. 

(Typically) Tastes like: chocolate, berry, 
honey—fresh, sweet, lightly fruity. 

Icatu: 
Icatu is a bit of a genetic oddball — a complex hybrid 
involving Bourbon and Robusta, backcrossed for quality. 
It’s one of the few Arabica hybrids that can thrive at low 
altitudes (as low as 600 m) without turning thin or harsh. 
What it lacks in nuance, it makes up for in reliability and 
body. Think of it as the comfort food of coffee genetics: 
sturdy, smooth, and surprisingly satisfying. 

(Typically) Tastes like: cocoa, nutty sweetness, malt, 
dried fruit—with a pleasant easy-drinking roundness.
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You've got the knowledge — Now brew something 
great. 
If you’ve made it this far, let’s be honest — you’re not just curious anymore. You’re officially a coffee 
nerd. You probably have opinions about roast development curves. You might’ve bookmarked yeast 
strains. You may or may not have a spreadsheet for your brew recipes. 

And that’s great. This guide wasn’t written for people who stop at “pretty good”. It was written for you: 
the person who tasted a really great cup of coffee once and suddenly wanted to understand the entire 
supply chain. The person who realized that coffee could taste like peach, or tomato soup, or rosewater 
— and instead of being satisfied, asked why. 

So, what now? 

Now, you keep tasting. You keep asking. You keep chasing clarity — or body, or balance, or that 
impossible note of yuzu that only shows up on Tuesdays. 

And when the rabbit holes start to deepen (they will), remember you’re not doing this alone. There are 
tools. There are maps. Use them. Bookmark them. Treat them like reference manuals, not rulebooks: 

● SCA Flavor Wheel — for when your coffee tastes like “something… red?” 

● WCR Sensory Lexicon — when you need to know if “dried plum” is the same as “prune” (it is). 

● WCR Varieties Catalog and Green Coffee Collective — because yes, the difference between 
SL28 and Catuaí does matter. 

● Barista Hustle DIY Extraction Tasting and How to Taste It — when you’re ready to dial in flavor 
like a mechanic. 

● And of course, the bottomless forums of CoffeeGeek Forum, Reddit r/Coffee, Reddit r/espresso 
and Reddit r/pourover — where every question has been asked, answered, debated, and 
misinterpreted at least seventeen times. 

You don’t have to master it all. You just have to stay curious — and know where to look when the 
questions come. Coffee rewards the stubborn, the thoughtful, and the obsessed. 

And before I let you go, there’s one more thing I want to say.  
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Thank you 
I’m someone who gets a little obsessive about the things I care about — and if you’ve made it this far, 
chances are you do too. It’s kind of a shared trait in this community. 

This guide came out of curiosity, late-night rabbit holes, and a love for something that’s easy to 
overlook and surprisingly hard to understand. Along the way, I tried to create the kind of resource I wish 
I’d had when I was starting out — something that made sense of the chaos, without taking the joy out 
of it. 

If it helped you taste a little more, question a little deeper, or just enjoy your coffee more — that means 
the world to me. 

So thank you. For reading. For caring. For being part of this weird, passionate, detail-loving world that 
makes coffee so much more than a drink. 

And when someone rolls their eyes and says, “It’s just coffee”, I hope you smile. 

Because we know it’s not. 

It’s soil and science and craft and chaos. 

 - Oscar  
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Glossary 
A quick reference for terms used throughout this guide. 

A 
Acidity 

A desirable trait in specialty coffee, often perceived as brightness or liveliness. Can resemble citrus, 
malic (apple), tartaric (grape), or phosphoric (sparkling) acidity. Not to be confused with sourness. 

Aerobic fermentation 

Fermentation that occurs in the presence of oxygen — typically used in traditional washed and honey 
processes. 

Anaerobic fermentation 

A controlled fermentation environment without oxygen, often in sealed tanks. Leads to more exotic, 
intense flavors. 

Arabica 

Coffea arabica — the dominant species in specialty coffee. Known for its complex flavors, lower 
caffeine, and high-altitude cultivation. 

B 
Baked (roast defect) 

A roast defect caused by excessive time in the roaster at low temperatures. Results in flat, muted 
flavors, low acidity, and a papery or “stale” aftertaste. 

Body 

The tactile weight or texture of a coffee in the mouth. Can feel light like tea, creamy like milk, or thick 
and syrupy like honey. 

Brix 

A measure of sugar concentration, often used to determine cherry ripeness before harvesting. 

C 
Carbonic maceration 

A fermentation method borrowed from winemaking, where whole cherries are sealed in a CO₂-rich 
environment. Produces vibrant, wine-like flavors. 

Chaff 

The thin, papery layer on a coffee bean that comes off during roasting.  
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Clean cup 

A sensory term indicating the absence of defects or off-flavors. Often associated with washed coffees. 

Cupping 

The standardized method for evaluating coffee aroma and flavor. Used by producers, roasters, and 
tasters. 

D 
Density 

A measure of how compact the bean is. Denser beans (often from higher altitudes) usually develop 
more flavor and roast differently. 

Direct trade 

A sourcing model where roasters buy directly from producers, aiming for better quality, transparency, 
and prices than traditional models or certifications. 

Drying bed 

A mesh drying platform that allows air to flow above and below the coffee. Common in specialty 
processing for even, clean drying. 

E 
Extraction 

The process of dissolving soluble compounds from coffee grounds into water. Good extraction 
balances acidity, sweetness, and bitterness. Influenced by grind size, water temperature, brew time, 
and brew ratio. 

F 
Fermentation 

A key processing step where yeast and bacteria break down sugars in the mucilage. Can be 
spontaneous or controlled, and drastically shapes flavor. 

Flavor wheel 

A visual tool used to describe coffee flavors, developed by the SCA. Helps tasters find the language for 
what they perceive. 

G 
Green coffee 

Unroasted coffee beans. The raw, shelf-stable form of coffee after post-harvest processing and milling, 
but before roasting.  
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Grind size 

The size of coffee particles after grinding. Affects how quickly flavors are extracted — finer grinds 
extract faster, coarser grinds slower. 

H 
Honey process 

Also called pulped natural. Some or all mucilage is left on the bean during drying. Flavor sits between 
washed and natural profiles. 

L 
Lactic fermentation 

A fermentation method that encourages lactic acid bacteria, resulting in smoother, creamier cups with 
elevated sweetness. 

M 
Maillard reaction 

A chemical reaction between amino acids and sugars during roasting. Responsible for browning and 
complex flavors like caramel, toast, or nuts. 

Micro-lot 

A small, traceable batch of coffee — often separated for quality, unique processing, or experimental 
purposes. 

Monsooned coffee 

Beans exposed to moist monsoon winds for weeks. Low acidity, heavy body, earthy notes. 

Mucilage 

The sticky, sugar-rich layer surrounding the coffee bean inside the cherry. It plays a key role during 
fermentation and processing, especially in honey and natural methods. 

N 
Natural process 

Also called dry process. Whole cherries are dried with fruit still intact. Often produces fruity, winey, or 
wild flavors. 

O 
Origin 

The country or region where a coffee is grown. Origin affects flavor through climate, soil, elevation, and 
variety.  
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P 
Parchment 

The protective layer around the bean after processing but before milling. Removed during hulling. 

Phenol / phenolic 

A type of off-flavor in coffee, often described as medicinal, smoky, or plastic-like. Can result from poor 
fermentation control, processing flaws, or microbial contamination. 

Processing 

The method used to remove the fruit from the coffee bean. Includes washed, natural, honey, and many 
experimental techniques. 

Post-harvest processing 

An umbrella term for the steps after harvesting coffee cherries — including fermentation, drying, 
hulling, and sorting — to produce green coffee. 

Q 
Q-grader 

A certified coffee taster trained to evaluate coffees using the SCA scoring system. Similar to a 
sommelier in wine. 

R 
Raised bed 

See drying bed 

Resting (post-roast) 

The period after roasting when coffee degasses and stabilizes. Most coffees benefit from resting 3–14 
days before brewing. Too fresh can taste sharp or undeveloped; too stale loses aromatics. 

Roast development 

The final phase of roasting after first crack. This stage shapes sweetness, balance, and finish. Too little 
development can taste grassy or sour; too much can mute complexity or create baked notes. 

Robusta 

Coffea canephora — higher in caffeine and bitterness, more disease-resistant. Less common in 
specialty but increasingly explored. 

S 
SCA 

Specialty Coffee Association — sets global standards for quality, cupping, and sustainability.

 The Anatomy of Coffee Flavor — A Guide for Curious Drinkers 43 



 
SL28 / SL34 

Popular Kenyan varieties known for high quality and vibrant acidity. SL stands for “Scott Agricultural 
Laboratories.” 

Solubility 

How easily compounds in coffee dissolve in water. Influences extraction and perceived strength. 

T 
Terroir 

The environmental conditions (climate, altitude, soil) that affect the flavor profile of a coffee, much like 
in wine. 

Typica 

One of the oldest Arabica varieties — clean, balanced, and genetically foundational to many modern 
cultivars. 

U 
Underdeveloped 

A roast defect caused by insufficient development time. Often results in sour, grassy, or vegetal flavors. 

W 
Washed process 

Also called wet process. Mucilage is removed using water and fermentation. Tends to produce clean, 
bright, high-acid profiles. 

Y 
Yeast inoculation 

The use of selected yeast strains during fermentation to guide flavor development. Used to improve 
consistency, enhance clarity, or steer coffee toward specific sensory profiles. 

You’ve understood flavor. Can you control it? 

Under Pressure dives into espresso, profiling, and the beautiful mess that happens when water meets 
the puck. 

Same voice. Deeper dive. 

Available at coffee.altoeworks.net 
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