‘ MEZCAL

Mexico and developed a palate for true mez-
cal, is based in Antigua, Guatemala, where
he owns a bar and restaurant, Café No Sé.
“Once we started bringing in high quality,
traditional, artisanal mezcals, we noticed
that night after night, many of our custom-
ers were as intrigued by the dark and smoky
flavor of quality mezcal,” Myers remembers.

Fidencio is another Oaxacan mezcal
newcomer made of 100 % agave espadin.
Made by a fourth-generation mezcalero
in the small pueblo of Santiago Matatldn,
its flavor profile and production process is
completely different from other mezcals
on the market. Twice-distilled, Fidencio is
produced without smoke. Agave is roasted
in a radiant steam oven, creating a neutral
heat; flavor isn't influenced by wood-burn-
ing or earthenware. This technique was
developed by mezcalero Enrique Jimenez
to create a smooth, clean mezcal that goes
well in cocktails.

“We launched our mezcal with the in-

tention of bringing the purity of the agave
espadin to the consumer so that they might
experience a mezcal in a way they haven't
been able to do so before. The result is
something that works both on its own and in
cocktails,” notes founder Arik Torren. “We
hope thar Fidencio will convince consum-
ers that there are more expressions of mezcal
than they might have thought.”
GRAVING A “SMOKE”
With the proliferation of brands crowding
the back bar, how does a growing category
like mezcal stand a chance! Myers offers a
solution: “If a mixologist with a good repu-
tation and strong following can be brought
on board, they will not only tell the story of
mezcal, but bring their own craft and cus-
tomers to the product.”

Among this elite group is Phil Ward,
whose NYC bar Mayahuel is a shrine to
both Tequila and mezcal. He currently car-
ries a dozen different mezcals and makes
cockrails like the “Cinnsation” with Som-
bra, mulled apple cider, lemon, cinnamon
bark and Peychaud bitters, as well as the
*Red Ant Silver Swizzle”, mezcal swizzled
with sugarcane, lime and absinthe. These
creations are turning out to be great vehi-
cles for sampling mezcal.

TEQUILA HAS BEEN
MISUNDERSTOOD AND
MEZCAL EVEN MORE
MISUNDERSTOOD, TO
THE POINT PEOPLE
WOULDN'T EVEN TRY IT;

TH:

“I've watched maybe 5,000 different
people have their first taste of mezcal at the
bar,” says Ward. “Palates go through phases;
Tequila has been misunderstood and mezcal
even more misunderstood, to the point peo-
ple wouldn't even try it; that’s changing.”

Down the street at Death & Co., where
Ward is an alum, head bartender Brian Mill-
er whips up an old Tiki-style drink, the “Last
Train to Oaxaca" with Los Amanres, Lillet
and spices. “Mezcal is now almost a craze,
like what we've seen with vodka in the
past,” he says. These days Miller is really
enjoying the artisanal Tobala mezcal.

In the beginning, Bieler was skeptical of
enjoying Sombra other than neat. Thart has
since changed thanks to the inspired cock-
tails he’s been tasting. “They have shown
that single village mezcal can offer character-
istics like smoke, citrus and spice that aren't
just different, but delicious,” Bieler says.

Sweetman notes that mixologists like

Dale DeGroff and Junior Merino have im-
measurably strengthened Scorpion’s profile
and accessibility—Junior Merino’s bold of-
ferings include a “Frozen Mezcal-Avocado”
with Agwa de Bolivia Coca Leaf Liquor.
“Mezcal blends

chocolate, coffee, avocado; products that

well with fruits, citrus,
are indigenous to the Oaxaca area. The end
result also depends on the aging of the mez-
cal; the more it is aged, the more the smoky
component comes out,” she says. For Tales
of the Cockrail this year, Sweetman served
her own Scorpion-based cocktails, like the
“Proud Mary,” a mezcal version of the clas-
sic Bloody, as well as a “Pride and Passion,”
with passion fruit juice and peach birrers.
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Torren believes the popularity of Tequila in
the U.S. is a good omen for mezcal: “Now
that they understand Tequila, curious peo-
ple are in the position to move one category
over to mezcal, what [ like to call Tequila's
cousin. Mezcal can be a challenging flavor
profile, but Fidencio is a great entry point
into a whole category we hope grows.”

“The success of Tequila over the last
10 years has brought a broad awareness for
Mexico, the agave plant and high quality
spirit production in Mexico,” adds Bieler.
“This base of interest and understanding is
important for the development of high qual-
ity mezcal as the qualities of something like
Sombra are particular—and for some a reach
at first—just as most Americans start with
the richer, sweeter profile of bourbons hefore
moving on to single malt island Scotches.”
To further expand Sombra’s visibility, the
mezcal recently joined the portfolio of Do-
maine Select’s Classic & Vintage group.
“C&V has an interest and appreciation  of
artisan handcrafted spirits like no other
company we know, and so we instantly felt
Jthat this whs the perfect place to grow Som-
bra,” Bieler points out.

Even if the export market is currently un-
derdeveloped, Myers is optimistic: “There’s a
buzz in the market these days that some larger
producers are coming to the table and will be
mass producing mezcal. But to do so, they
will be sacrificing many of the traditional
production methods. We are committed to
keeping those traditions alive.” M
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Mexico’s Other Spirit No Longer
Plays Second Fiddle to Tequila

By Alia Akkam
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was eight years ago that Barbara Sweetman started importing mezcal,
that oft-misunderstood distillate from agave plants. “Everyone called
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al ‘Tequila,”” the VP & international sales manager of Cabal-

leros Inc., importers of Scorpion and other mezcal brands, recalls.
“Mezcal is the oldest distilled spirit in North America, but until now, one of

the least known.”

Earthy, smoky mezcal is primarily made in
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dar. Interestingly, all agave-b

a is technically

are called mezcals, so Tequ
a mezcal. That is where the similarities end.
While Tequila comes from just one type of
agave—DBlue—mezcal can be made from up
to 28 different varieties. With Tequila, hearts
of agave are baked in above-ground ovens,
but in mezcal production they are roasted
aver hot stones in in-ground pits. Mezcal is
rypically distilled just once (in wood-hred
\'l.l\ ar copper \li“\}, whereas T\'L|LII‘:| un-
d

crafted by family producers—a ritual tracing

rgoes two or three rounds. Mostly hand-

its roots back ro several hundred ye:

120
mezcal’s character changes remarkably from

village to village. Unfortunately, this devo-

fon to l]ll.llll\ .II'Il] 11'.Il]l||l‘l'| ll\.‘![ some of its
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reputation for bottles floating with worms
inside~something appealing to spring break

revelers more than spirits connoisseurs.

“If we had a much larger advertising aind

promotion budget, it would make a huge dif-
ference in sales, distribution and new audi-
ences,” Sweetman points out. *We certainly
have yet to saturate the marker.”

Big marketing dollars or not, mezcal is
undergoing a renaissance right now, thanks
to curious mixologists, and a slew of new-
comer brands like Sombra, llegal, Fidencio
and Los Alamantes

JRGET C WOKI
If there's one person who is single-handedly
responsible for illuminating mezcal’s gual-
ity stateside, it's Ron Cooper, founder of the
organic Del Maguey Single Village Mezcal.
Instead of just promoting his brand, Cooper
serves as a brand ambassador of sorts for the

entire category, leading tastings and building

on," one of Phil Ward's me
creations at Mayahuel in

overall awareness of mezcal’s distinet flavor
profile.  His most recent project is consult
ing on Sombra, a collaboration with Rich-
ard Betts, Dennis Scholl and Charles Bieler.
“Thankfully, Ron Cooper, with his pioneer-
ing Del Maguey project, has been showing
America that while there is plenty of unin-
spired mezcal, when handled correctly, it can
be one of the hnest Spines n the \\'{\TllL“ ex-
plains Bieler.

Betts and Bieler are attempting just
that. Both come from a wine background,
Wl'IL'll' ALTEntIon to [errom 15 just as important
as taste.  Sombra, made of |1L'r|1;|;_'r agave
(Espadin, the genetic mother of Weber blue
agave), grown above 8,000 feet on steep
slopes all around the village of San Luis del
Rio, uses the same roasting, fermenting and
distilling techniques that have been prac-
riced IIIrTmn\]I'L'\I\ ol years.

John Rexer, founder of llegal Mezcal,
started  the company simply because he
wanted to drink an artisanal mezcal. “The
size of the category is not important to us,”
says Stephen Myers, global brand ambas-
sador.  “We'd rather do something small
very well, where the process is still pure
and where we can be proud of cach bottle.”

Rexer, who spent years rraveling through
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