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TYPICA, BOURBON, CATURRA

WASHED
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One thousand kilometers west of mainland Ecuador, and straddling the equator, the Galápagos Islands are 
ostensibly the least likely place to produce specialty coffee. Made famous by Charles Darwin, who, impressed by 
the extreme biodiversity encouraged by the islands’ extreme isolation, developed his Theory of Evolution there, 
the Galápagos are home to 127 coffee farms, according to a recent census done by the Ecuadorean Ministry of 
Agriculture. 

Even though there is a volcanic peak on the islands that reaches 1,700 meters above sea level, the vast majority 
of the coffee farms of the Galápagos are located at elevations between 130 and 550 meters above sea level. 
These are elevations far below what is typically considered appropriate for specialty coffee production. Coffees 
grown at elevations below 1,000 meters above sea level are typically characterized by a lack of sweetness and 
acidity - a flat and uninteresting profile overall. To understand why this is the case, we need to talk about the 
importance of temperature variation for ideal coffee cherry development.

Specialty coffee needs to be produced in regions with large diurnal temperature variations. A diurnal swing is the 
difference in temperature between the warmest part of the day and the coolest part of the day. The larger this 
swing in temperature, the slower the maturation of the cherries, which contain the seeds we roast and present 
as coffee. The slower this maturation occurs, the more concentrated sweetness and heightened acidity can be 
found in the cup of the finished product. Generally speaking, the higher the elevation, the greater this diurnal 
swing. There are relatively few known factors that influence quality as directly as elevation. 

So how is this coffee, which was grown at 250 meters above sea level, not only good but possessing of a rich 
chocolatey sweetness and tangy red fruit acidity? The answer to that question lies with the Humboldt Current, a 
low-salinity ocean current that flows north along the western coast of South America. Despite the low elevations 
and proximity to the Equator, daytime temperatures rarely exceed 82°F, while evening temperatures routinely hit 
53°F. This diurnal swing correlates to elevations from 1,400 to 1,800 masl in a country such as Colombia: ideal 
conditions for producing high-quality specialty coffee. 

This is the second consecutive year that Passenger has bought coffee from La Tortuga. Earlier this year, when 
we received samples for the current lot, our green buying team did not feel that this year’s harvest had quite the 
same qualities of clarity and acidity as last year’s - hence our decision to feature this coffee on the Education 
Lot menu rather than as a Reserve Lot. We are proud to feature it again because, whether or not it made the cut 

as a Reserve, this coffee is unbelievably sweet and balanced for being the product of such a low elevation farm. 
We absolutely love situations when the impact of unique microclimates defies our preconceived notions regard-
ing what is possible in specialty coffee production and this latest lot from La Tortuga continues to confound our 
palates in a thoroughly delightful way.



Rich cocoa, baking spices, and toasted nuts form the aromatic base of this coffee that 
also features subtle herbal/vegetal notes reminiscent of sugar snap peas. Look for 
more cocoa in the cup, balanced by pleasant flavors of cooked red fruit and a brown 
sugar-like sweetness.

IN THE CUP

Thanks to the effect of the Humboldt Current, diurnal temperatures at incredibly low 
elevations (250 MASL) on the Galápagos Islands are comparable to those at 
traditionally ideal coffee producing elevations (1400-1800 MASL). La Tortuga, a sweet 
and balanced low elevation coffee produced on the Galápagos Islands, demonstrates 
the fortuitous impact of this unique microclimate.
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