
So you wanna
be a barista?

BY JERRY SOVERINSKY

I tend to live by the philosophy, “Need is a
function of what’s on sale at Costco.”

And so it is that I awoke one recent morn-
ing, the proud owner of a $450 espresso ma-
chine and 26 monster truck tires for my Nis-
san Sentra (less than $22 per tire — how does
Costco do it?)

I put the tires to use immediately. But for
months, the espresso machine sat idly on my
kitchen countertop, relegated to a role as a
glorified hot water dispenser.

Don’t misunderstand, the espresso ma-
chine wasn’t defective. It’s just that despite
reading and studying the machine’s instruc-
tion manual, my attempts at extracting a re-
spectable espresso or crafting a drinkable
espresso-based drink (my lattes had the con-
sistency of vanilla milk shake backwash) were
disappointing.

But with a Starbucks weekly tab that began
steadily climbing as the temperatures dipped,
I sought assistance with learning to fully ex-
ploit my Baby Gaggia’s capabilities. 

Enter Intelligenstia Coffee.
The Chicago-based coffee roaster, a Lake

View staple since the company’s founding in
1995, has evolved into one of the country’s
most acclaimed coffee companies, adding two
Chicago stores, another in Los Angeles and a
cupping-training lab in New York. 

Intelligentsia ships more than 2 million
pounds of beans each year from its massive
25,000-square-foot roasting works on West
Fulton to coffee lovers across North America. 

In an effort to share its java passions, the
company launched a barista training program
three years ago, helping fill a growing need
among its customers.

“Customers e-mailed and made requests in
our retail stores for a class to receive training
and feedback from Intelligentsia baristas,”
says Alexandra Switzer, Intelligentsia’s whole-
sale training specialist. “It is a great opportu-
nity for us to educate and interact with our
customers to enjoy fantastic coffee.”

The $200, three-hour course is offered
monthly at its Fulton facility and is limited to
eight students, each receiving hands-on train-
ing and supervision from two Intelligentsia in-
structors.

There’s no skimping on machinery or in-
gredients here. Within minutes of informal

introductions and step-by-step instruction,
each of us set to work on commercial-grade
espresso machines, practicing and eventually
refining our extraction techniques with an
endless supply of espresso beans.

I practiced on a hugely impressive, $18,000
Italian-made La Marzocco machine, the same
make as the one used in Intelligentsia’s coffee-
houses — just one of many reasons why the
class has proven so popular among Intelli-
gentsia followers.

“The class is a rare opportunity for home
enthusiasts to gain experience on commer-
cial-grade espresso machines,” Switzer says.

Switzer says the class attracts roughly 75
percent non-coffee professionals and 25 per-
cent “coffee people” from across the Midwest
and sometimes beyond. My December class
was composed of four local coffee lovers and a
Denver coffeehouse owner.

“I wanted to be able to train my employees
well,” said Jetty Plooy, owner of the seven-
year-old coffeehouse Espressoria in Boulder,
Colo., who made the trek to Chicago for Intel-
ligentsia’s course. “I used to live in Chicago
and know that Intelligenstia is very knowl-
edgeable when it comes to coffee.”

In addition to bean extraction, there’s am-
ple direction on how to steam and foam milk
for producing that perfect latte, cappuccino
or macchiato. My milk steaming efforts were
less than proficient — continued attempts to
craft a latte art leaf produced what appeared
to be a ransom note written with Cyrillic
characters. But having drunk all 14 of my
“mistake” drinks, I had other things to worry
about, what with my caffeine-induced episode
of atrial fibrillation.

At the end of our training session, Intelli-
gentsia’s staff rewarded each participant with
a pound of freshly roasted espresso beans —
Intelligentsia Black Cat blend — a flavorful
expression of gratitude for our concentrated
efforts.

I couldn’t wait to put them to the test on my
Baby Gaggia. And if all of my hard work was
for naught, and I was unable to transfer my
skills to my at-home machine? Not to worry, I
reassured myself, I could always return the
machine. 

After all, I bought it at Costco.

Jerry Soverinsky is a Chicago free-lance
writer.

Intelligentsia training specialist Alexandra Switzer (center) shows foamed milk to students.
Switzer says the barista training program was launched because of requests from customers.    

Cole Hood keeps a close eye on his espresso during a barista training class at Intelligentsia’s headquarters, 1850 W. Fulton. The monthly classes are
open to the public and allow students to practice on commercial-grade equipment.  |  RICHARD A. CHAPMAN~SUN-TIMES PHOTOS

ESPRESSO 101
Tips from Alexandra Switzer, Intelligentsia’s
wholesale training specialist:

† Grind your coffee fresh and only enough
for one extraction.

† Distribute the coffee evenly through the
portafilter with your fingers. Spread the cof-
fee across the surface and around to the
edges of the portafilter. Avoid pressing
down on the coffee while distributing.

† Tamp evenly and firmly.

† Flush the grouphead (the part of the
espresso machine that dispenses water) be-
fore inserting the portafilter. Insert the
portafilter and immediately start brewing.
Do not let the coffee sit in the group head.

† Pay attention to the color of your shots.
With most espresso, you are looking for a
reddish-brown color with very little light
brown color.

STEAMED MILK 101
† Start with cold milk and a cold stainless
steel steaming pitcher. Whole milk makes
the silkiest and most flavorful foam.

† Submerge the tip of the steam wand
slightly off-center in the pitcher. The pur-
pose is to create a whirlpool when you turn
on the steam wand.

† When the whirlpool dips down toward the
steam wand, listen for a gentle crackling
noise. This is the sound of steam hitting the
surface of the milk and creating foam.

† You do not want to see bubbles while the
milk is crackling. If you see bubbles, raise
the pitcher slightly to create a smaller dis-
tance between the surface of the milk and
the tip of the steam wand.

† Do not heat the milk above 160 degrees.

Jerry Soverinsky

TO REGISTER
For more information on Intelligentsia’s
barista training class, go to 
www.intelligentsiacoffee.com or call (312)
563-0023.

The next class is Thursday. Upcoming
classes are scheduled for Feb. 11, March 11
and March 18.

HANDS-ON  | Intelligentsia class shows
coffee lovers secrets to flawless java
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Sauerkraut
rounds out
signature dish

BY PATRICK SHEERIN

Sauerkraut is such a quintessential Chicago dish and,
given my food-intensive Polish heritage, something I
grew up eating.

Sauerkraut is finely shredded cabbage that has been
fermented by lactic acid bacteria. It has a long shelf life
and a distinctive sour flavor.

Traditionally, we would eat it cooked with pork neck
bones. You’d really have to work at getting the meat off
of the bone, but with its rich
and intense broth and acidic
bite, it was addictive — espe-
cially when you’d mash your
potatoes into it with a fork.

I was fortunate enough to
work for chefs Jean Joho and
Thierry Tritsch at Everest.
They showed me the tech-
niques of Alsatian choucroute
garni, sauerkraut with all kinds
of delicious pork products and
encased meats.

In making this dish, I’ve
been inspired by the Green
City Market. We’ve tried our
hand at different types of sauerkraut, including
rutabaga, turnip and red cabbage.

We’ve stuffed pasta sheets with housemade chou-
croute and braised goose legs, finishing it with a goose
breast,  ham and foie gras.

This recipe goes best with a salad of shaved apples
and roasted potatoes, because I think that you need
something really fresh and crisp to balance the whole
thing out.

This dish is a little bit of work to start, but it is about
very simple ingredients. And being a Chicagoan and a
chef, I use both the oven and the grill — even in Janu-
ary.

Patrick Sheerin is the chef at the Signature Room at the
95th, 875 N. Michigan.

AT THE CHEF’S TABLE

BRAISED SAUERKRAUT
MAKES 8 TO 10 SERVINGS

2 Spanish onions, peeled and thinly sliced

5 garlic cloves, peeled and thinly sliced

1 bay leaf

3 cloves, toasted and ground

2 teaspoons whole coriander, toasted and ground

10 juniper berries, smashed (see Note)

1 cup white wine

3 pounds fresh sauerkraut, rinsed in cold water and 
well drained

8 ounces slab bacon, left whole

1 pound fresh garlic sausage (see sidebar)

1 pound piece of shoulder end pork loin

1 pound smoked Polish sausage (kielbasa), cut 
into 2-inch sections

Sweat the onions and garlic with a little oil until soft
in a large non-reactive pot with a secure lid. Add the bay
leaf and spices and toast until fragrant. Add the white
wine and cook down until reduced by ˝.

Add the sauerkraut and bacon and bring to a boil, then
add the fresh garlic sausage and pork loin. Place a probe
thermometer in the pork loin, cover and place the whole
pot in a 300-degree oven until the pork loin reads 140
degrees, 30 to 35 minutes.

Remove the pork loin and the garlic sausage and add
the smoked Polish sausage to the pot. Return to the oven
and cook until bacon is tender, about 30 minutes more.
(If serving within an hour, turn off the oven and let it sit
inside oven to remain hot.)

Place the pork loin, garlic sausage and bacon on a hot
grill to get a nice brown color and add crispness to the fat
on the pork loin. Let the pork loin rest for at least 15 min-
utes off the grill. Slice all the meats and serve with the
sauerkraut.

Note: Find juniper berries at the Spice House, 1512 N.
Wells or 1941 Central, Evanston, or online at www.thes-
picehouse.com or www.pen zeys.com.

Chef Patrick Sheerin,
Signature Room at the 95th

NNuuttrriittiioonn  ffaaccttss  ppeerr  sseerrvviinngg:: 521 calories, 34 g fat, 14 g
saturated fat, 140 mg cholesterol, 13 g carbohydrates, 34
g protein, 2,352 mg sodium, 6 g fiber

MEAT NOTES
†  Go to a reputable butcher. Sheerin likes Bobak’s, 5275
S. Archer, and Paulina Meat Market, 3501 N. Lincoln, for
their selection.

†  If you can’t find fresh garlic sausage, substitute an-
other sausage. Bratwurst would work or, if you want to
cut back on saturated fat, chicken apple sausage, Sheerin
says.

†  Leave the pork loin, slab bacon and garlic sausage
whole during cooking. The smoked Polish sausage just
needs to be heated through.

†  Grill the meats to crisp them up, and then slice them
when ready to serve.
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