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" An Ounce of
Perfection

Exceptional coffee drinks start with an ounce of
flawless espresso. The Seattle Barista Academy,
in Kent, Washington, teaches the science as well

as the art of making that perfect shot.
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Alexa Baehr watches the espresso run through the
splitter. Her focus alternates between the shot glasses
on the grille and the timer on the front of the machine.
“Sixteen seconds,” she says. “Not long enough. And look,
it's too pale and it's not a full ounce.” She dumps out the
espresso and starts again. For the fourth or fifth time she
says, “Water seeks the path of least resistance. What do
we need to change to get the timing right?”

Alongtime coffee veteran, Baehr does more than just
make a flawless shot; she teaches others how to do the
same. Her classroom is the Seattle Barista Academy, an
espresso kitchen in the back of a light industrial complex
in Kent, Washington. The steamy little room is filled with
professional espresso machines, an array of grinders and
the appealing scent of freshly ground coffee.

The Seattle Barista Academy was founded by Bob
Burgess, a specialty beverage expert with over 30 years of
experience in the business. Burgess started the school to

help independent operators compete more effectively with
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Students gather around as instructor Alexa Baehr goes over

the basics of espresso (opposite). (From top) Students at the
Seattle Barista Academy are taught the art of making the perfect
espresso shot; the academy gives students a chance to work
with professional-level espresso machines.
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(From top) The academy is a cozy place with a wide range of
coffee-making equipment where everyone from professionals to
enthusiastic hobbyists come to learn; a student tastes her first
creation. Students at the academy let their noses sample the
fruits of their labor (opposite).
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Seattle’s coffee giant, Starbucks. Students come to the
academy from all over the world — including Korea, Italy
and Costa Rica — and from local businesses, too.

“We have students who have just purchased coffee
carts,” Burgess says, “and students who want our
certification to help them get barista jobs. We have
restaurant owners who want to add espresso to their
menu. We recently had three generations here together
— agrandmother, daughter and granddaughter. They're
opening a restaurant. | was really excited for them.”

Coffee giant Starbucks opened its first roastery in 1971.
The Pike Place Market location, while not the very first,
is still sought out by tourists as a classic Seattle photo
op. Starbucks remains a huge player in Seattle coffee,
but instead of putting independents out of business,
competition has thrived. Tully’s has flourished on the West
Coast, and there are craft-focused independents like
Milstead & Co with some of the best coffee in the city.

Consuming more coffee than any other city-dwellers
inthe United States, Seattle residents have a near-
insatiable appetite for coffee and the city is home to an
estimated 2,500 coffee carts and cafés. The total does
not include restaurants that have espresso machines in
their kitchens. Someone has to make all that coffee, and
Burgess’ academy teaches them how to do it right.

As the class opens, Baehris pressing the buttonsona
shiny Aurelia |l espresso machine. The academy’s lessons
are conducted using professional-quality machines;
this one retails for around US$8,000. “l encourage you to
punch the buttons and see what they do. Get to know your
machine,” she says. Steamers hiss, water burbles and the
students follow her lead.

Then Baehr explains the variables involved in making a
perfect shot. Espresso machines are calibrated to provide
consistent pressure, but other factors include the grind,
the dose and the pressure applied when the barista tamps
the coffee down by hand. Each of these variables — and
the flavor of the bean itself — determines what the coffee
will taste like. Learning to control these variables is, Baehr
says, “your coffee journey. I'm so excited you're starting

out here.” Itis clear she meansit.
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THE PERFECT SHOT “When | started, my bosses wouldn't
let me pull shots until | learned to drink my coffee black.

| had to be able to taste the flavor, the nuance. You can’t

do that when there’s a lot of sweetener and cream in your
coffee,” Baehr says, laughing. She still thoroughly enjoys
a great cup of coffee. “Not every cup is perfect, and I've
lowered my expectations but sometimes, you'll have a cup
of coffee that's really an experience.”

The staff at the academy make sure their students
understand the science behind a perfect shot, but they
also care about the art of coffee, teaching their students
how to make coffee an event.

Baehrinspects another shot: “Nope, not yet. Now,
water flows to the path of least resistance, so if we use
afinergrind, it will slow down.” She adjusts the grinder,
sets up the shots and watches. These are right on time.
“Perfect,” she says, pouring the shots into espresso cups
so everyone can taste. “Now, let's make some coffee.”

(» By Pam Mandel Photographs by Jeremy Dwyer-Lindgren




