Coffee
by Ted “Buzzed” K.

It's really important that you start with good coffee, good water, and a good coffee maker.

Coffee:  Definitely start with whole bean coffee, and grind it just before you use it.  You can buy a small ("burr") coffee grinder for $15 to $20, and it's worth it.  Make sure it's a burr grinder rather than a blade grinder - the blade will leave larger pieces of bean shrapnel while the burr will do a more uniform grind.  

I have a coffee maker with a built-in grinder - it’s a blade grinder (a Cuisinart) that I got for around $100 - the only built-in burr grinder coffee maker I could find was a high-end machine, very large, that cost over $300.  I don't think it is worth the daily cleaning hassle to have a sub-optimum grinder built in to a coffee maker - so I'd go with a portable grinder and a good coffee machine as opposed to a built-in system.  

The problem with pre-ground coffee is that it loses its aromatic oils and flavor quickly.  You know when you open a can of Maxwell House and it smells so good? That's the flavor going away.  The first pot you run might be ok, but the rest of the can is going to be flavorless.   So first choice, buy fresh roasted whole bean coffee a pound at a time, and grind just enough you need each time you use it.  The second choice, select whole beans at the store and either grind it there yourself or have the clerk grind it for you (they have great burr grinders).  Just don't buy more than you need for about a week so that the ground coffee stays as fresh as possible.

What kind of coffee? That depends.  I like darker roast, and the darkest roast generally available is French Roast.  I'm currently buying "Allegro" dark French Roast at Whole Foods - primarily because that brand has "Swiss organic water treated" decaffeinated options, as opposed to the normal, chemical leaching decaf options (we mix 1 part regular to 3 parts decaf at home - that's another reason I like a dark roast because it overcomes the decaf with flavor).  In the past, I've bought various Starbuck's roasts - French Roast, Espresso Roast, Kenya, Gold Coast, and some blends and seasonals - Verona, Christmas Blend, the House Blend.  In the past, the highlight of my year was Starbuck's annual Christmas blend, but the last couple of years have not been impressive and this year I didn’t care for it at all.  I don't know what is going on at Starbucks. 

It's fun to find a local coffee roaster and a blend you like, so just keep on the look out.  If you like a milder, but full flavor, I think the best bet is any kind of Costa Rican bean or blend - Tres Rios, Tirazu, or any thing that says Costa Rica.  Starbucks will make a French Press of any bean they sell that you might like to try for $4 or $6 - so the next time you want to visit with someone and a Starbucks is convenient, have them French Press the variety you’d like to try, ask for porcelain cups, and enjoy a real pot of coffee.

If you want to buy cans of pre-ground coffee, I think the best bet is Cuban coffee.  I don't know the brands, but they are easily recognizable, and are generally espresso based and keep their flavor longer, particularly if you keep the can in the refrigerator.

Water.  If your water is bad the coffee is bad.  We filter our water (Brita) and use filtered water in our coffee.  If you drink bottled water use bottled water in your coffee.  If you love your tap water, go ahead and use that.

Coffee Maker.  Technically the best kind of coffee maker is a French Press - it's easy & manual.  Only drawback is muddy slurry sometimes toward the end of the pot, but it is optimum for flavor.  Second best is a drip coffee maker.  Best is the manual Chemex, or the old fashioned Melita.  

In terms of automatic coffee makers, the basic problem is the glass carafe and the heating pad.  The glass is pretty but the coffee loses heat.  Moreover, once the coffee is dripped, you just want it hot, you don't want it to cook anymore, but that's what it does on the heating pad that keeps its warm.  Even good coffee will taste awful after more than a few minutes on the heating pad.

So, ideally, you want an automatic coffee maker (or a Melita manual drip cone) that drips the coffee directly into a stainless steel, thermal carafe.  Or you want to own a thermal carafe or thermos, and just as soon as your coffee drips into a glass carafe, immediately pour it into a thermal carafe or thermos to keep it warm.  If you preheat the thermos or thermal carafe by pouring boiling water into it first, the coffee will stay hot for a very long time.  I have a thermal French Press for camping.

How to Make Coffee.  Grind two tablespoons (1/8 cup) of whole beans for every six ounces of water.  My Cuisinart (with a built in grinder and thermal carafe) says it holds 10 cups of water, but I find I can only fit in 8 heaping tablespoons of whole beans and that more than 8 six ounce cups of water dilutes the flavor too much.  You just have to experiment to get the taste where you want it.  It is better to start strong, and add hot or boiling water to the fresh brewed coffee if necessary to dilute (don’t run water through the grounds again). Get a good two tablespoon coffee measure.  Starbucks used to sell a really sturdy, long handled stainless steel one.  Also, they sell great brushes to clean your grinder.
When I lived in New Orleans during law school, a lot of people, including my landlady upstairs, would make a kind of really strong coffee "syrup" - really it was just double strength coffee they would drip, and keep in a jar in the refrigerator.  In the mornings, or after dinner, they would add boiling water and maybe a quarter cup of the syrup to a mug and have a great cup of coffee without the hassle of grinding beans every morning, or starting a fresh pot after dinner.  If they dripped into a glass carafe, they kept it warm in a pan of hot water on the stove, rather than direct heat on a heating element or pad.
If you are going to use a glass carafe and burn your coffee in it, I'd recommend getting Louisiana style coffee with chicory added - the chicory root will mask the taste of the burnt coffee.

