
 

  

Dave's Brew Guide 
Specialty Coffee Overview 

 
Brewing a great cup of coffee is quite simple as long as you follow a few basic rules. And you don’t 
need any fancy machines or equipment either, except maybe a grinder...more on that later. 
 
In fact, over the years that I have been involved in the coffee industry, my brewing preferences have 
pretty much come full circle - having tried and tested just about every brew method out there - yet I 
ended up preferring the most simple/basic form of brewing coffee, which I call Hawaiian Homebrew 
and works perfectly for Hawaiian Coffee beans. Hawaiian Homebrew is a combination of Full 
Immersion (from French Press brewing) and Paper Filtering (from Pour Over brewing). 
 
The full immersion part brings out deep, rich chocolaty flavors that are natural to Hawaiian Coffee and 
the paper filter provides a clean, crisp cup without the sediment usually found with a French Press or 
traditional Cowboy Coffee. 
 
With that in mind, I’m going to go over some coffee basics with regard to brewing Specialty Coffee. 
 
That said, if you want to get crackin’ and make a cup now, then use my Favorite Brew Charts 
(included) and have a go. You can always come back and read this later when you’re bored. 
 
SO, WHAT IS GOOD COFFEE? 
Similar to wine, people like many different types of coffee. Some love it sweet like a milkshake, others 
need it black and strong, like rocket fuel. Some love coffee Iced, Hot, Luke-warm or Infused with 
Nitrogen from a keg like a beer. Some like enough coffee to drown a fish, and others like the tight, small 
shots you find with espresso. And, like wine, it really doesn’t matter “how” you like your coffee. What’s 
important, now that you have dipped your toes into the world of Specialty Coffee, is to learn to 
appreciate just how unique these little beans can be. 
 
With that in mind, there is a growing number of coffee lovers who have discovered the subtle pleasures 
of Specialty Coffee. And although they can appreciate all forms of coffee drinks, they really value 
Specialty Coffee because it showed them how Good Coffee is supposed to taste.  
 
To capture the real flavor of any Specialty Coffee it is best to taste it in its natural state (not too hot, not 
too cold) just after brewing so you can distinguish the true flavor of the bean.  
 
You will find that different beans have different flavor profiles. Some with hints of chocolate, others with 
subtle caramel or vanilla aroma, and others that have citrus, black cherry, or maybe even blueberry 
flavors!  
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These flavors in coffee definitely “come out” when brewed to perfection, and that’s what we are hoping 
to help you with in this overview. 
 
Many “experts” in the coffee industry can make things sound overly complicated when they talk about 
water ratios, extraction times, suspended solubles, and other nerdy, scientific attributes in a cup of 
coffee. But let me assure you, just grasp a few basic concepts described below and you will reach a 
new level in your appreciation for quality coffee and increase your ability to get the most out of your 
Specialty Coffee! 
 
WHAT’S SO SPECIAL?  COFFEE IS COFFEE, RIGHT? 
Well, granted, Coffee has been around for about 1,000 years. But once again, like wine, there is a rich 
and dark (pun intended) history of Coffee. Read on… 
 
Coffee was once considered the “Devil’s Drink” and outlawed by more than one ancient religion. Coffee 
was also “smuggled” to other parts of the world as seedlings to try and break the monopoly the Arabs 
had on its production and distribution. And today, we are reminded of this when we hear the name of 
the most famous (and flavorful) species, Arabica. 
 
There are lots more interesting stories about coffee and its origins, but to keep things moving, we need 
to talk a little about how coffee beans are similar to grapes with regard to varietals, or “types” of coffee 
trees and their fruit. And again, if you are interested, there are many places to learn about coffee 
varietals, their origins, flavor profiles, roast characteristics, etc. So we won’t try to cover all that here. 
Just get on Google and you can find out more than you would ever want to know. 
 
But it is important to note that coffee beans come from many different places around the world, and 
their flavor characteristics are based on the climate, soil, and type of coffee tree from which they grow.  
 
Specialty Coffee is an industry term designated to REALLY GOOD coffee beans. Just like the ones you 
have right now! 
 
Again, you can Google Specialty Coffee or visit the Specialty Coffee Association 
(https://sca.coffee/research/what-is-specialty-coffee), to learn more about Specialty Coffee, 3rd Wave 
Coffee, and other trends in the coffee industry. 
 
But to cut to the chase, if you begin with REALLY GOOD coffee beans, you do not need to add a lot of 
“extras” to get the coffee to taste “better” like many of us have learned from drinking mediocre coffee. 
Fresh Specialty Coffee beans already taste GREAT when they are freshly brewed! 
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Many people, having tried Specialty Coffee for the first time, become “black coffee converts”; because 
for the first time, they have tasted what Good Coffee really tastes like. 
 
So, to keep with the “coffee is like wine theme”, the same holds true with coffee as it does with 
wine...great wine requires great grapes. Same with coffee. You need QUALITY beans that are FRESH 
to get a great cup of coffee. And once you’ve had one, I have to admit, you will be spoiled forever and 
probably will not enjoy Charbucks anymore; apologies in advance. 
 
BREWING GREAT COFFEE IS ALL ABOUT “EXTRACTION” 
Extraction is what we call the process of getting the flavors to come out of the beans and into the liquid 
you are going to drink. If you Over-extract the coffee, it will be too strong, have a burnt flavor, and a 
bitter taste. Under-extract your brew and it tastes weak, thin, and usually sour. 
 
When brewing coffee the perfect extraction requires a balanced combination of 5 key variables: 

1. Grind Size (adjusted to brew method) 
2. Grind Volume (adjusted to cup strength) 
3. Water Temperature (adjusted to extraction rate) 
4. Water Volume (adjusted cup size and brew ratio) 
5. Time in Contact with Water (adjusted to desired extraction level) 

 
And while each of these variables can be played with and manipulated ad infinitum to draw out nuances 
of the varietal, we can standardize most of them and adjust just one or two to get you “dialed in” to 
YOUR perfect cup. 
 
UNIFORM GRINDS - THE “SECRET” TO GREAT COFFEE 
Without a doubt, no matter how you decide to brew your coffee - whatever method you choose - the 
most important aspect of getting the very best cup comes down to how UNIFORM, or consistent, the 
size of your coffee grinds.  
 
Quote from Dave Douglas, Vice President, Maui Coffee Association -  “Give me some Maui beans, 
a dirty sock and a cup of hot water and I can make a great cup of coffee... oh, and a good grinder. For 
the love of God, I NEED a good grinder! ...and some Maui beans… you can skip the dirty sock.” 
 
Not as eloquent as John Lennon’s famous “I’m an artist/tuba” quote, but I think you get the message… 
I am not an artist, and I am not a tuba.  
No, wait,… I need a good grinder to make a great cup of coffee. Yeah, that’s the point. 
 
OK, this is getting a little off-track. But bear with me, it will all make sense shortly, I hope. 
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Aaaaanayway... 
 
Here’s a visual aid I found to help explain why uniform grinds are important... 
 

 
If you think about how coffee solubles get extracted (the amount of time grinds are in contact with 
water), then it stands to reason that a consistent grind size will produce a consistent flavor. The smaller 
the size, the quicker the extraction. The larger the size, the slower the extraction. 
 
Therefore, if you have both large and small grinds in your brew, you will have Over-extraction AND 
Under-extraction producing “off flavors” at both ends of the spectrum. 
 
Granted, if the beans are REALLY GOOD, you might overcome this problem...maybe. But you will 
never get that “perfect cup”. And at the end of the day (or beginning of the morning) that’s what we are 
all shooting for when we have Specialty Coffee. 
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With that in mind, if I were to suggest investing in any type of coffee equipment, it would be a good 
“burr” grinder.  
 
GRINDER - YOUR MOST IMPORTANT PIECE OF EQUIPMENT 
There are very economical hand grinders on the market (think pepper mill), but they are time 
consuming and maybe even a little tedious.  
 
But if you’re willing to spend a little more, it’s amazing what $30 or $50 will get you these days! And the 
way to go is a Burr grinder instead of a Blade grinder.  
 
So, if possible find a burr grinder and try to stay away from the inexpensive “blade” grinders. They will 
work, but you will have grinds ranging from powder to chunks, no matter how deftly you try to “pulse” 
the blade grinder. A burr grinder will always come out more uniform. 
 
Here’s an example: 

 
 
TIP - If all you have is a blade grinder, do the best you can to get the grind size to what you want. Or, 
do like I do, and just “let it rip” until the grinds look as UNIFORM as possible. And then I adjust the 
amount of grinds and “time in brew” to compensate for the “fine grind”. 
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GRIND SIZE 
The size of your grinds determine how quickly, or 
slowly, your coffee will be extracted while it is in 
contact with the hot water.  
 
As a rule a rule of thumb, smaller grinds = quicker 
extraction and larger grinds = slower extraction.  
 
So finer grinds usually have less extraction time and 
larger grinds have a longer extraction time. 
 
For example, an Espresso Shot will be done in about 
28 seconds, but a French Press or Cowboy Coffee 
can be up to  4 minutes or more. 
 
These are guidelines, and you’re not “stuck” with a 
specific grind depending on how you are brewing. 
But in general, these grinds will get you what you are 
looking for. 
 
With my Hawaiian Homebrew method, I can throw in 
just about any grind size and come out with a decent 
cup of coffee.  
 
The reason is because the method is very forgiving 
and easy to make adjustments on the fly.  
 
If I want it strong because I am going to add a little 
cream, I let it steep a little longer. If I want a smooth 
cup of pure coffee, I time it so I have about 4 
minutes extraction time from first pour to final drip. 
 
If you’re interested in trying my Hawaiian Homebrew 
method, you can check out Dave’s Hawaiian 
Homebrew Guide and see the step-by-step process. 
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FINAL THOUGHTS… 

● For Automatic Coffee Makers (Mr. Coffee, etc.), use 2 Tbs per "cup" (usually 6oz. to 8oz.) of 
coffee with a medium/drip grind. If you can adjust the amount of water - use more for a "thinner" 
cup, less water for a more "full bodied" cup. If you are wanting to adjust flavor, use more-fine 
grind for "deeper, darker-flavor", or more-coarse grind for "lighter, less-dark-flavor". 

● For Kurig Makers, use medium/drip grind, and fill reusable K-Cup to top. Adjust flavor/strength 
with Keurig Brew-Cup size (6,8,10 oz). Dial in with grind size described above. One key element 
with Keurig is to make sure the grounds get fully soaked to get full extraction. If the grinds are 
too-fine, you will see dry spots in the grinds after brewing...not good. If too coarse, then the 
water runs through the grinds too quickly. 

● For Moka-Pots, slow is the way to go. If using a gas range, set the flame as low as possible. 
For electric and induction ranges...make it barely high enough to percolate. If you want to get a 
little crema, try using a paper coffee filter and cut it to size, so it fits over the perforated metal 
filter and seal in place with the rubber o-ring before screwing the top section on the bottom. For 
a little more pressure, and “maybe” a little more crema, try two paper layers. 

● For French Press, if you don’t like the “sediment” that comes naturally with a Press Pot, or 
French Press, check out Dave’s Hawaiian Homebrew method. It is basically a French Press with 
the addition of a Paper Filter. You will lose some oils in the process (which I love), but you will 
end up with a clean cup of coffee (which I love more). 

● Clever Coffee Dripper (Hawaiian Homebrew “2.0”) - I really like this maker. It could be 
described as a modified immersion or modified French Press. But whatever, it’s easy and has 
great flavor, good enough to drink “black” yet can be adjusted to be strong enough to handle a 
spot of cream. Place a wet paper filter (funnel type) in the Clever Coffee Maker, drop in 
grounds, add water, stir, let stand for 4 mins. Set on top of your coffee cup/mug and let it drain 
through the paper filter. Easy as pie and AMAZING coffee! 

● A WORD ON MILK, CREAM, & SUGAR - Adding Milks, Creams and Sweeteners in coffee 
came about to “soften” bitter coffee. There was a time when almost all coffee was roasted too 
dark, and had a very bitter flavor. Some establishments, like Cafe du Monde in New Orleans, 
added chicory for an extra bitter flavor. So if you like Milks, Creams, or Sugars in your coffee, 
then you will want to brew our Specialty Coffees a little “stronger” using the methods described 
above to balance the sweetness and cream. You will be amazed how great a strong-brewed 
Specialty Coffee can taste if you brew it a little stronger to allow the full coffee flavors to come 
through. That said, I suggest to try it “black” first, and then lightly “doctor-it-up” to your liking. 

● ALWAYS USE QUALITY FILTERED WATER - Depending on where you live, tap water can 
make an otherwise great cup of coffee taste like a word that rhymes with tap! So use filtered or 
bottled water when possible. 

Happy Brewing, and Big Mahalo from Old Lahaina Coffee! 
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