1% Saunday night at Isadors, a restanmant with a
pedigeed clivntele in Mexico Cits tony Polaneo disrier,
In the ground-foes cigar parkor, every hanker and entres
preneur seemes o be holding o Pareagas or Montecristo in
oo hand, and a snifter of whar leoks like Cognae in the
other. “Thut’s Tequili—Resena de ba Familia,™ the maime
', Rigobervo Buenrostno, says, "The o Coervo people
nsist that we serve it in Cognac glasses,” Ar 80 pesos
{3100 a shot, he adds, which i steep for Mexico.

Don Rigoberio notices my eyebrows lifting.
“Amacing, huh™ he sys. *[ also used to think Tequila
wid for constiuetion laborers.”™ Then, theee or four VLTS
agen, sadora’s alfluent clients began osdering top-of-the-
line Cuerve, Sauza and Herradura. Mow, Tequila outsells
Scorch here and ar many other upscale restaurants in the
Mexican capital. “See those drinks.” says Don Rigobero,
pointing to a row of six thin elongated crystal shot glass.
es lined up an the bar ready e be taken 1o a dining able
upstairs. “Tesquils—all of ihem.”

When | was growing up in Mexico during the
19505, the preferred drink of sophisticared society wis
the highball, a mll glass of whiskey with soda of some
sont. There were exceptions, like the Gundalujara crowd,
who had the wemerity to dress up as chasvas—dandified
Mlexican cowbays with broad-brimmed sombreros, dark
balero jackers and righe reouwsers spangled with silver
buttons—and drink Tequila.

O trips w0 Ceadalagom with my father, an American
ex-pal businessman based in Mexioo Ciry, we would
occassonally dine with these would-be charres an homes
and restaumnes, where they would prep themselves for a
miizal with o few Tequilas, expertly licking grains of salt off
their fists, wesing back a shov of the flery aloshol, sucking ona
lime and I'ill.isfl.in.;.: the ratual with o J,eu|]:n of spicy foHmei o juice called
sangrita, But Guadalajam soclery notwithstanding, Tequila Iack
then was low-class quadf, Cheap and powerfully inebriating, it was
the drink of the poor—or of the politicians and mariochi balladeers
who comsidered them their constiteency.

Only one other aleohol was lower on the seecial ladder—meseal,
[t wes distilled from dilferent species of mpmve plants {maguey ) than
Tequila, and was usually sold with a drowned agave worm (actsally, a
caterpillar] at the bottom of the bostle. Bur nowadays, even mescal—
minus the coterpillar—is being morketed in Mexico, the Lnited
Sranes and chewhere as a pricey digesuf, {See sidebar on page 285.)

Perhaps the higpess surprise of all is w encounrer the man
genemally credited with peranding imbibers o shell cur 340, 380,
100, even several hundred dollars for a single botele of Tequila.
His name is Martin Grassl, a gall, mop-haired, balwy-faced 30-year-
old Austrian, who seems more likely 1o be carded inoa bar than
credited with giving new direction w 2 national drink,

Gl arrived in Mexico in 1990 with o new MBA amd o
marskate from his emplosyer, an Anstrian trading company, to find
a Tequils classy encugh to sell in Japan, After torough rescarch,
Girnssl decided mone existed. Instead, he proposed o developa
v bmnd—"a1 kind of Toguila can-deevie,™ he calbed it—ifor his
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empleypers. When they showed no inrerest, he resigned and
embarked on thar quisetic quest on his own,

His father, o dennisr back in Austria, who was |,|iqp|'q'sein|:|:d
his sean bedn't become g decter or lawyer, didn't see much merit
in Girassl's busines plan. Fortunately, his aune, who owns 2 small
cau-de-vie disnillery, decided to back him with a $108,000 loan.
“Thas money saved me.” says Girassl,

With the loan, he rented & small Tequils distillery near Guada-
lajara for & few weeks, and contracted loeal artisans to fashion a
sleck bottle thae he hud desigmed wich a glass cacrus stuck inside on
its oo, In 1990, he produced his first barch of Tequila and calbed
it Porfidic. The name seems a misspelling of “Pordirio,” as in Porfine
Dz, the dictator wheo presided over wm-of-the-century high
society and was overthrows at the beginning of the Mexican Revo-
lution. Encrenched Tequila producers snickered thar it was imposic
ble 1o gake serioasly a forcigner who couldnt even get his brand
mame righr and dedn'e sealize that agave wasn’t a cactus.

Giresl, who disr-l.n'.'s a wiy sense of humor, offers his own
explanations for the apparent miscues that he says were ealeulated
e diaw antention and commentary. Higherpriced Tegquilas carey
a lsbel with a brief personal hiscorical nete signed by the bramds
owner. Gras| assumed the pompous pen name of “Ponciang Por-
fidio™—a dig at the pretentiousness of his comperitors and himszlf.
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A for the cacmus in Pordidio’s bottles, “Well, everybody knows thee
cachs i practically the monional symbol of Mexico,” sos Grassl.
“You jusr look ar the barde and you know ahere it comes foom.”

When it came to ararkering Porfidio, he was all busines.

He carted symples—ar 3150 a bostle—to liquor trade shows, first

in Europe and Asia. Then he turmed his sighis on the Univad Staes,
where he chose as his impomer Todhunter Impaores Led. in Wes
Palm Beach, Florida. He beft the Mexican market for lase. “When

| first came lere, Mexicans booked downoon Tequila so much that

| don'r remember it ever being served ar weddings,” says Grasl,
“Mow, its everpwherns.”

Whar changed their minds? According o Grassl, the prestige
that Parfidio and the orher siperpremium brands gined abread
convinced Mexicans that Tequila eould be synonymaous with
sophistication. This, by the way, is not the sort of explanation thar
Mexicans are likely to embrace. "Its supposed 1o be pood for vour
heart, and it made in Mexico,” says Felipe Ahumada, a Mexico
Cliry-hased real estate developer, giving his own spin to the recent
rise in popularity of Tequila in his wcaal einele. "We have our
national price,” adkds his wile, Sheila.

Wihatever the reasons, Mexicans account for &0 percent of
Porfidio sales. ."'l.u;;nrdiul; o Martin, ].v.'llil.ll.'im, business I PREsAnos
aneed drug basons seem o feel thar there's no better way to demon-
srare their appreciation of mportant colleagues than to semd
them whole cases of Porfidio Silver (325 per boatle), Podlidio Adepo
e Agave (340), Porfidio Reposado ($80) and, mose populur
of all, the Porfidio Single Barmel Afiejo (580), nicknanaed Cacrus,
for the cute glass sculpture on its bottom, Late last year, Grass|
intmocwond in Mexico and Asis—and 1o a limited degree in the
Unired Sraves—the praciest Tequila in the world, Porfidio Barrique
de Panciano, st 5500 a boule,

I the United States, superpremium Tequilas have become
popudar for many of the same reasons that cigars and small-batch
Baourbons are eXpericncing o renaissande. “Consumers ane Mlntlﬁg

more time for themselves o indulge in life’s finer things” says Ken
Butl, vice president of national accounts ar JBE Woeldwide, the
LLE. distriburor of two pricey, high~quality Tequilas, El Tesoro de
Dan Felipe and Chinaeo.

To convinee Americans thart Tequila can be numberad among
preferred spirits, superpremium distributors ane trying to sweep aside
it= hadry-chested image. “We're talking after-dinner drinks here,” says
Harrison B, Jones Jr, sentor brand masager for Saserac Co., which dis-
wibues Herradwra in the United Staces. *1 don't think anybsedy is going
1 be gulping shots of thise Tequilas while chowing down on bursinos.”

While Mexico takes the lion's share of Porfidio, the United
Stutes, with 30 percent of sales, is the Largest export destination,
Close wo 10 percent is evenly split beoween Asia and Europe. South
America wocounts for less than 1 percent of sales.

Just a couple of vears ago, Porfidie might have been dismissed
as & “hautique” brand. Bug in 1996, Grassl sold 300,000 liters, and
last wear, sales exploded to an estimated 2.4 million liters—ar an
average retail price of about $30 a botele, "My biggest problem is
Tow 1o hamdle 5 cash flow that’s increasing 800 percent a year,” says
Girassl. Ome solutiom was 1o buald a Tequila distillery of his own,
something he finally did last year near Pucreo Vallara. Incredible
a5 it eeems, Gzl sill reass five irl.;:lqhwlent dstilleries for soveral
weeks to a few months a year to produce his Tequila, He doesn't
even own his own bottling plant, althowgh be does have state-ofe
the-art mobile equipment.

As impressive as Poefidio’s sales figures are, they bag far behind
marker leader Cuerva’s 50 million liters in 1996, But a more mod-
crate-sized traditional producer like Herradura (5 million liters
sold in 1996} has wo be glancing over its shoulder. Grass] insists his-
growth hasn't hurt any fellow Tequila producers. The real losers, he
AsErlE, Ane whl.:kt'r:‘ of all varteries in Mexico, “In the LLS., | think
we're taking market share from the single-male whiskess," he savs.

Lnail recently, his expanding busiress kepr Grassl onoa 100-hour-
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time to meet his Guadalajara-bom wife, Cecilia. In o sense, the local
burcsucracy played go-between, Despite Mexico's offoats over the lase
few yesers to cue red tape and encowmge freer tmde, many povenmanent
officials at the local level continue 1o e notonmes for passing new
regulations thar require expomers to devore countless hours negotiat-
ing for permits and dispensations. The lawyer Grassl wsed—and

still wses—for these negotiations wis the woman be eventually
mamied. “1 was spending more time with her than with anybody else
iy th:‘ I'.!l."lnl.'#“ ]IL' =i, Thl.'}' THFA I'lil"a'l.' HYHING S0, i||'|l.| Il'«":' il
fise-miruare walk from his headquarters, a former owo-story house in
an upper middle-clus Guadalsjora neighborhood. It has an armoned
door, electroncally ﬁplh:llﬂi and iurw:'.'l.'«J L',.'chm.xi-ci.‘lcuil tebevi-
ston—a remtinder thar nowsdays sucoessfl business people in
Mexico must take kidnapping threars sericasly,

s a Monday moming and Girass] drives his huge Ford Lobo

recreational vehicle to the wwn of Tequila, some 30 miles

northwest of Gusdabajara—the capital of the stte of Jalisco—

to inspect o distillers Om the way, be expounds on the ligeors
histery and producrion methosds,

The raimy season has left the undulating temain bright green
and the blue agaves more intensely sowre. By low, Tequila can be
produced only from blue agaves; the plants, which book like invert-
ed, spimy-armed octopases, must come from a few povermment-speci-
fied disgricts—maost of which are in Jalisco—amnd the fermented
agave juice must be distilled rwice and account for at least 51 per-
cent of a Tequila bottle’s content. The most upscale Tequilas are 100
pereent blue agave distllbares.

These regulations, known as the Mommas, ans cited s evidenee
that Tequila enjoys the same state-sponsored and time-hanored
cachet s Copnae and Champagne in France, Bur in tace, the
Momas date back only ve 1978, Ax the time, Moggaritos, mixed
mainly from cheap Tequila brands, weee becoming one of the
mast popalar drinks in the United Stages. The Mexican government
wanted to encure that this now source of export revense wasnt
thremened by adulterared or downright toxéc Tequilas. So, in
efifect, the Nommas were intended 1o make drinking Margarivas safe
for American college kids aned ather young bar patrons. According
o the regional chamber of commerce for the Tequila indusary,
Tequila was poured into an extimated 600 million Margaritas north
of the border in 1956,

Mosvadays, the publicity for superpremium Tequilas often
supgresits that they are rooted in an ancient, noble, even sacred past.
Ie’s true than before the Spanish Comcpuest, Tequila's predecessor,
Pidque (or octli, in the Amec language), a fermented agave juice,
was consumed during religious rituals by priests and aristocrts.

Bt for th finost part, thie Aztec l'u]il'lk class pn.'&.'l:md o deink
chacolate, sometimes as a fermented brew. The illustrated histories
handed down from the Aztec era inclide many complains abour
widespread consumpaion of pulque ameong: commencrs.

It was the Spaniards who introduced distillation into the
Mew Woeld, and rurmned agave juice inte chest-thumping Tequile
According to Grassl, an inveterate collector of Tequila loce, the fise
mention of the distilled juice cocurs in the 1600s. “Back then it was
called vinao de mezeal,” says Martin, explaining thae the distinction
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between Tequila and mescal is a recent ane, As lare as the 1800s,
it wans still known as vine de mezeal and peddled a5 a cure for all sons
of ilinesses. "Even syphilis,” says Grassl.

Arriving im the wown of Tequila, population 20,000, we are
greeted by an ovensized statue of a fimador, or agave harvester.
Standing aseride Tequila casks, he is wielding the long-handled
hlucle wsed 1o chop off the saw-roarhed agave leaves and get m
the pineapple-shaped core, or pita, which hobds the juice.

The prosperity char recent sales of Tequila of all prices
has broughe the town is cvident in the mewly paved streers and
freshlly stuccoed fagades of the two-story buildings along the main
tharoughfares. Both Cuervo smd Sauza have buile Tequila musscums,
with chisplays of harvesting tools, production devices, and historical
photos and postees, Ohn the town's outskirts rise scores of Tequila
distilleries cheek-byjowl.

We drive through the massive portal of a forrress-like distillery
that Grassl has usedd in the past and plans 1o rene in the coming
maths, The facrory doesn't sappear to have changed much sinee
it was built in the 1830 An enormous pile of s pifins, cach
more than 100 pounds, lies on o sheltered ouner terrace. Inside
the distillery, mose pifias have boen quartered and crammed inee
ancient ovens, where they are steamed for 12 howrs and then
alloaved ter conl for halfa day.

Their juice is filtened, and this apamsed, or honey water, is
allovavedd eor ferment in meral vars. It is then heared in huge, eentury.
old copper suills, The vapors are collected and condensed in
copper cails. The process is repeared, producing a twice-distilled
Texuiila ehet is colorless and more than 70 percent aleohol. I is dwen
waally dilured wich water ro 40 percent aleohol, or 80-proc! Tequila.

AUBTRIAN MARTIN GRASSL, FOUNDER OF Ponrioig TEQUILA, 15

THOWGHT TC HAVE CREATED THE MARFET FOR HIGH-END TEGUILAS.
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Adver sitring for two to four weeks in large cak vars, this
meaet common Toquila is ready for sale. If the Tequila is allowed to
repose in sruiller cak Barrels from ewo o 12 months, it has che begal
right 1o be sold as reposads, Tequila that is oak-aged for more than
a wear is called misjs (or mogy aiego, iF aged moare than eao years)
arsd has an amber eoloe

“In this mclustry, there are o grest secrets—just succesful work
formidas thar might cost mere or requine more effor.” siys Crass].
1 yonn want the best Teepuila, you buy pifias froom riper agive plans—
e than seven years old, Yous les the aguamsel ferment longer ard
at lower temperatures. You distill for two and 2 half hours, instesd of
just am o, and you go theowgh o miple distillarion ro remove the
impurities thak cause hangovers. For the reposados and alickos, vou use
only 100 e 200-liver barrels—inaesd of the 300-lter bumels—becanse
the more exposure the Tequila has o che cak, the beeter it will be.

Girass] peefers o buy his agave plfias on the open marker mer
than commit himself to any particular growers, When he rentca
distillery or boutling plant, he orders the staff eur and replaces them
with his own crews. At the bostling facility he has rented near the
old distillery, seven young men and wosnen dressed inoshoots and
T-shirts are corking and packing Porfides botrles by hand. “I ook for

people with o previous job experience—to make sure they haven't
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buad time to bearn bad wodk habits,” says Martin. His entiee labor
force—in the distillerics, bottling plants, adminstragion and sales-
s o fewer than 60 peaple.

Onothe way back o Grusdalajan, s stop at one of Girassls
faverite lunch places, a restaurant in an gide, of conmnnal fann,
that harvests agave plants and processes its onm Tequila. He erders
a mwdley of spicy pork and beef dishes, along with guacamele aed
ortallas, “Sometines theic Tequila is pretty good,” be sivs, bringing
a shost glass of the liquid wp o his nose for sniff, Apparenely, not
rosiay, thaugh, He asks for beor bnstead.

Back at his odfice in the lare afternoen, Grass| recounts anecdates
abaour his native countrp—his adolescence on the ski slopes and his
son’s panicked reaction o snew when he made his first eip o Austria.
Girnsel sags he wonbd never consider moving back.

So what's left on his wish list, after having amassed 2 megafor-
muge a1 a youthiul age in the New Warld umder the unlikeliess
ciroumstances! “'d like to meer Amie Schwarsenegger,” Grosl sys
about another Austrian whao did pretty well on chis side of the
Arlamric. “We probably have a lor in common.”™ &

Jomnazhan Kandell formesty reponted om Latin Amerdca for The Mew
York Tinwes.
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