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Peggy Markel
For 25 years, Peggy Markel has been taking people on culinary 

adventures around the world to discover the soulful roots of food 

and culture mostly in Italy, Morocco, Spain and India. You can find 

her at peggymarkel.com

Victoria Bouloubasis
Victoria Bouloubasis is a journalist, documentary filmmaker and 

folklorist based in the South. She explores the intersections of 

food, migration, labor and identity. More at: victoriabouloubasis.

com, @thisfeedsme

Ilana Sharlin Stone
Ilana Sharlin Stone is an American freelance writer and former chef 

who has lived in Cape Town, South Africa since 1994. She writes 

about food and drink people, culture and origins for US and South 

African publications and for her blog, www.findingumami.cape-

town. Follow Ilana on Facebook: Finding Umami in Cape Town, and 

Instagram: @findingumami_capetown

Alexandra Lampert
Alexandra Lampert is a cook, writer, and cookbook editor with an 

MA in Food Studies from NYU. She currently serves as the pastry 

chef at Kimball House in Decatur, GA. 

Stephen Satterf ield
Stephen Satterfield is an Oakland-based food writer, speaker and 

multimedia producer with an extensive hospitality background, 

including more than a decade as a sommelier. He is a former man-

ager at San Francisco’s Nopa Restaurant, where he co-founded 

Nopalize, a multimedia chronicle of the Bay Area’s local food cul-

ture that was the predecessor to this publication.  @isawstephen

Heleene Tambet
Native to Estonia, Heleene Tambet currently lives and writes from 

San Francisco where she is doing her graduate studies. She is a 

tireless and passionate student of global crop diversity, preserva-

tion and the creation of linkages that allow small-scale food pro-

duction to remain sustainable.
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An Award-Winning, 
Morning Cup of Obsession 

and Capitalism
Back in 2015, on what would 

have been a bitterly cold, mid-

February afternoon in NYC, I found 

myself standing atop a mountain 

on a balmy 75 degree day in west-

ern Colombia. I made it to Cerro 

Azul, a plot of land owned by Café 

Granja la Esperanza, an award-win-

ning Colombian coffee farm and 

mountain, named for the patch 

of bright blue sky that graces its 

top. I was visiting with the farm’s 

president, Rigoberto, and their di-

rector of sales, Felipe, talking and 

tasting Gesha, the highly-prized, 

and trending, coffee varietal grow-

ing densely among the 16 hec-

tares that stretched out before us.

 

Gesha has been gaining popular-

ity since its recent “rediscovery” 

in 2002, with momentum perhaps 

only fettered by its cost. It ain’t 

cheap, but it is undeniably delicious 

and, as far as complexity in a cup 

of coffee, it’s unparalleled in this 

writer’s experience. Which, is how 

I came to be the lucky one stand-

ing there and not in the desolate 

tundra that my beloved city had 

become. I met Felipe a few months 

earlier, when he came up for a pro-

motional event at Blue Bottle — 

whose pastry kitchen I was manag-

ing at the time. I was heading south 

for a few weeks over the winter, 

and, for these hospitable gentle-

men, that was reason enough for 

an invite to the farm in Colombia.

 

Regarding its “rediscovery,” the 

story goes that the Gesha plant 

was first found in Gesha, Ethiopia 

in 1931. From there, it was tak-

en to a research center in Costa 

Rica. In 1965, Francisco Serreancín 

brought seeds to his hometown in 

Panama and distributed them. The 

variety (technically a “mutation”), 

was ignored in favor of more pro-

ductive Panamanian seeds, and 

nearly forgotten until  2002, when 

a (different) farm called, La Esmer-

alda tasted an impressive cup of 

coffee that they’d grown on their 

plantation, but was distinct from 

their repertoire. They identified 

the cup’s origin on their grounds, 

and found the Gesha plant. This 

farm happened to be adjacent 

to a plot that Rigoberto was leas-

ing. After tasting the Gesha from 

La Esmeralda, he knew he had to 

try his own hand at growing it.

 

For their endeavor with the crop, 

Granja la Esperanza made out with 

an award for “Best of Panama” in 

2008 from the Specialty Coffee As-

sociation of Panama. But, this was 

towards the end of their lease on 

the Panama plot, and the own-

ers chose not to renew. Granja la 

Esperanza, however, had already 
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identified a plot of land in Colombia — this one — that 

mimicked the environmental conditions in Panama. 

A hot breeze regularly travels up the flank of Cer-

ro Azul from the town of Trujillo in the valley be-

low. It meets the cold winds from the Pacific on 

top, creating a cloud cover that quickly crosses the 

horizon. While this may have been the best pos-

sible locale for growing the crop in Colombia, 

their efforts have not been met without difficulty.

 

Felipe likens the adaptation from Panama to Colom-

bia to “taking a caveman from its cave and putting 

it in the city.” The plant has a tall habitat, with wide-

spread, shallow roots; read: not ideal for growing on 

a windy mountainside. And as a stranger in a strange 

land, this crop is incredibly demanding, requiring 

heavy fertilization and intensive research. Even its ge-

netics are unstable. Any given Gesha seed can yield 

5 different results. Much time is spent determin-

ing the ideal yields for flavor profile and working to 

clone those plants in a research laboratory. Thus, we 

can begin to see how the cost of a bag of the stuff 

outprices the average consumer. So much work goes 
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into this pursuit of flavor that the result is only ac-

cessible for coffee-industry nerds or the wealthy. The 

product is elusive and exclusive; think of it like you 

would other high-end ingredients like, black truffles. 

 

From where I stood, though, I wasn’t able to see all of 

the challenges they faced. Before me were rolling hills 

of vibrantly green plants, whose fruits grew in thick, 

clustered masses along the plants’ branches, stud-

ded with gem-like greens and reds. Thickets of tall 

eucalyptus trees gracefully bent as they blocked the 

wind that flocked through the ample valleys along the 

mountainsides. As we walked, we picked the ripe, red 

fruit to chew on. I took one and pinched it enough to 

break the skin and smell the interior. There it was, a 

stunning sweetness that smelled of honey and tropi-

cal fruit. We know this aroma through the mangos and 

papayas and passion fruit we’ve tried. But, it’s much 

more prevalent in the local fruits I tried in Colombia: in 

the sweetness after the puckering acidity of lulo, or in a 

spoonful of crunchy granadilla seeds (a cousin of pas-

sion fruit), covered in their slippery, translucent flesh.

 

Fresh off the stem, those beans taste quite different 
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than the beverage they produce. Before the bean 

is picked, processed, dried, roasted, and ultimately 

brewed, it grows within a small fruit, sometimes re-

ferred to as a cherry. There’s a thin layer of what’s called 

mucilage between the leathery skin of the cherry and 

the bean itself. In this layer, I could taste white peach 

and green pepper. The tannins from the skin lingered, 

tingling on the tip of my tongue. In the cherries of the 

next plant, I tasted what they call a limoncello tree here: 

a citrus variety whose lumpy, round, yellow fruits are 

mostly skin and pith that have no bitterness, but rath-

er a sweet, boozy, lemony taste just like the liqueur.

 

The flavor profile on these coffees is truly unique. 

The Gesha from Cerro Azul is bright, indeed, but bal-

anced. It’s a far cry from the familiar nutty and cocoa-

driven profile that often introduces people to coffee, 

or the more esoteric and prized red fruit and winey 

characteristics that come from natural-processed 

coffees in this region in Colombia. The fruity sugars 

and acids of Gesha don’t knock you out, but rather, 

serve as an amiable precursor, a gateway into the 

delicately floral and sweetly herbal notes that are 

what sets this apart from the other coffees you’ve 

tried. Here, too, I find that tropical sweetness that 

grows throughout this terroir and the myriad citrus. 

I can taste where the obsession for this crop derives.

While it’s easy to see why these passionate pro-

ducers would want to create the highest quality 

product, it would be naive to assume that buying a 

pound of perfectly roasted Gesha for $100 is some-

how directly responsible for saving any person, 

place, or thing. Direct trade can mean a better qual-

ity of life for laborers of a company working with 

pricey premiums. Felipe and Rigoberto assured me 

that their workers were compensated better than 

many other farms. Relative terms aside, a worth-

while Gesha harvest requires educated pickers, and 

skill suggests competitive pay and upward mobility. 

However, conscious consumerism is not activism; it’s 

capitalism. We buy products according to our income 

and preferences, choosing which companies earn rev-

enue from our purchases. If you prefer to spend your 

money on coffee that comes directly from a farm with 

quality assurance instead of a company that owns 

massive warehouses full of old beans of anonymous 

origin, that’s your prerogative as a consumer. If you 

want to buy one of the most delicious cups of coffee 

out there today, then treat yourself to some excep-

tional, high-brow Gesha. By all means, drink accord-

ing to your principles and wildest desires. But if you 

want to change the world, drink whatever it takes to 

get you going in the morning and start participating in 

activism.
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