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The last time you drank it you woke up naked in a stranger’s bathroom with 2 pounding head and a belly-ache, It's time to give tequila anctner shot
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iay 131 boys, all together now... One
malt whisky, Twe malt whesky, Thrae
malt whisky, FLOOQR!

Just taasing, malt whiskies aro serous
cnnks for grown-ups. Only tequila can delver
the sucker punch you kids are locking for,

O ga the story goes. But with 38-40
parcent alcohol in most bottles, 1equila is ng
morg potent than 43 fellow distlled spints.
And it has nothing 10 do with mind-bending
cactus sap: lequila’s ey ingredient is the blue
agave. a member of the innocuous lity famsky.
So il your iast tequila session left you
sweanng naver 10 ouch the evil jusce again,
s progasly because you maghing-gunned
the deinks straight into your bloodstream.

In g native land tequila recenves more
reverence. “it would Be an absclviz si0 10 slam
(Reserva de la Familia),” says Aracei: Ramos,
PR director at Jose Cueno, the tequila
colossus whose hstory predates Meoco nseif.
Reserva de la Famika is (heir prémigm grand.
Aged i small aak bareals for fivg yeass. il looks
and 1as1es more like 3 fing cagnac than the
cheag, white throatbumeans you fear,

Iri the restaurants and cantinas of Mexico,
teguilas of all shades and flavours gominata the
shelves. Amber repesado (rested) tequilas are
quatiod as aporitifs. The daroer, exleg-agod
brands are your afier-dinner reats; whils the
zasty young whites arg for shate and cockials.

Lialice whisky, tequilz picks up a deep
woody flavour from st a ghor time in 2 Bacrol.
It takes only bwg months for tequia 10 ment the
1ag ‘reposade’. Afgjo (aged) 1eguilas are
matured for as litthe as a singla year. Léave &
tequla longer than five years, say the distillers,
and it bacomes 0 woody it's undrinkabls,

I ‘undrinkable’ is your adjeciive of choice
tar al tequilas, Miguel Cedetn, directior of the
Herradura distllery, suggests why. *Probably
tha firsl axpenance that mary peophé hawe
cutside Mexica with tequila s not with the real
product,” he saps. “When people come 1o
Mexicg and taste the real tequila they tell us
‘thes i% Nt teguila.”

Even within Mexico. finding the real stuff
Mt ahwvays straightiorward. Teguilz's
dominance over other Mexican spwits, both at
hame and abroad, i bait for the bootlaggers
whe can whip up 2 cheap fake, label i
‘tequila” and cash i

Real tequita is a sricily regulated sgint.
Medican law govens the production process
fram the agave fields through 10 the label on
the bortles. To enforce these nules, the
gavemment joutad farces with the tequila
industry in 1884 to create the Tequilz Regulatony
Council (CRT). I tequila typifies the \Wild, Wad
West, then these guys are your sherffs.
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Tequila hoom, tequila bust

Stationed in dissilleries, oors, ainport
offices as far afeld as Tokyo and Madrid, the
CRT ensure that the tequila on your shelf is
genwne = produced in the central Maxican
highlands from sufficient quantity of just the
nght kind of agave. Without their s1amp of
agproval. it's not lequila in your bottle no
matter wihat the label says, Products that
pass muster get a ‘Morma Oficial Mexigana’
(MO} rumber. For the coasumer, the NOM
on the label is the most basic guarantaa that
the drink is authentic. Bul, as Floribere Cruz,
the CRT's technical commissianar,
acknowledges, “anyone can copy a NOM frem
any liquor store sheif. Wa have io track the
numbers and expose the fravdsters.”

The CRT s Spanish office alane has
uncovered over 100 fake tequilas, ranging

Fifteen years ago tequila:was & poor man's drink,
even in Mexico, and demand for agave was low,
Then the peso collapsed, Mexicans could no
longer afford imported spirits and Wened o their
domestic Lipple for comlort. As emigration
bonmed, the migrants took witl them their Latin
culiure and taste for tequila. By theend of the
nineties tequila was the world's fastest-growing
apirit; demand was sEy-rocketing, as were prices.
For most industries those would be utopian times,
but tequila is trickier. The drink is distilled from
a plant which takes up to a decade to mature, In
the vears leading up to the boom, agave farmers
had besn switching to more profitable products
ant were caught short when demand took off.
Then, adding to tequila’s woes, a fongi wipesd oot
naarly 26 percent of the industn’s remaining

agave —a loss of millions of dolkars.

The agave shortage forced many small distilleries
out of business. Others wereable to survive only by
redicing the agave content in their bottles from
100 percent to the minimem 51 pereent.

Even the industry leaders were hamstrung. “We
were forced Lo close down some intérnational
markels,” savs Carlos Arana, Jose Coervo's
managing director, “Nobody really understood the
phenomenon that tequila was, and the
spectacular growth. Estimates were of & normal
seven Lo ning percent growth, but it was more
like 15 percont.”

Arani savs the orizis, for Coervo at least, is over.
Cuervo's fields are full again and the company
even launched & new brand on the American
market this year. Its tequiks time adain
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Mow here's a job we fancy. Francisco, Nora and
Paulina get paid to drink tequila. Part of & 35-
strongt team of tasters at the Herradurs diskillery,
they spend 30 minutes each day snilling, sipping
and swirling the spirit.

Despitea Tab full ol machines to gauge evenv
detail of the product, Herradura relies on the
human senses as a final safeguard.

Any Herradura emplovee ¢an become & Easter bot
compefition iz sUff, savs Franeiseo, and candidates
must pass @ series of tests to qualify. These could be
a3 simple as detecting sugarin coffee or as difficult
a= determining each stage of tequila production
from the smell alone. “Inone test we were given
wanilla and someone thought it was candy floss,”
says Franciseo. “That person was fired.”

frem perfect lock-a-likes to barefaced phor
such as “South African tequila.

The latest tequila scammer, according fo
racen infernet reports, is Jarge Camacho
organisation that ous
production.

The flood of faks tequila reveals

af an ind dad with popularity |

agaion during the 1990s, and the
rnargarita, with tequila as its magic ingredient,
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guer 700 certified brangs of tequila, But you
wion't find most of them in your local liguor

only export 255 of their

store; the distille
are swine —
Kromsy waud gring

fuff down with salt and lime,

uld jusgt o

For these three evaluators, their half hour
of testing is a highlight of the day and a role
they take seriously, "We can't smoke becaose we
lose the ability to perceive with precision,”
explains Francisco,

Bt how about that fiery Mexican food?
Doesn’t a ehili diet wreak bavoe on sensilive
faste buds? No, says Panling, “one characteristic
of tequila is that its a bit spiey — so our diet
makes it easy for us to understand epiciness.” n
fact, it'’s the work that impinges an the dieg,
“Outside work we find ourselves analysing food
all the fime,” says Paulina,

5o how often does a professional tequila taster
imbibe for pleasire? “Every Lime [ go to & party,”
says Panling. Some things are universal.
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In 60 geconds Ismael Gama Bodarte turns the
spiky mass of agave blades into a perfectly pruned
‘pineapple” *T can do it faster,” he says, “but 1
prefor to work slower and make a beautiful péfa.”
The 43-vear-old cut his first agave af the age of
nine and has spent his entire professional life in
the fields of Jose Cuervo planting, proning and
harvesting wquiia's raw ingredient.

With his machete and razor-sharp spade it
oesn't take a great deal of strength to slice the
agave into shape. “Its more about skill,” says
Ismagl, “gotting the hitin cxactly the right place,”

Agave harvesters, Known asfimadores, work
ju'sl'ﬁm hours a day, knocking off at mid-day when
the heal gets too infense. In his short shift he will
bring in around 300 plants ready for Cuervo's
ovens. Anddoes he spend the rest of the day al the
other end of the production line? Apparently nol.
1 never drink tequila,” he says. “1 don't like it.”
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Siill fife: Herradura's technicians stert
tha juices pumpsng.
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