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THE margarita is an American staple, whether in its frozen-slush frat-party style or as a straight-up cocktail that can rival a martini for elegance. It's especially attractive in the summer, and so the Dining section's tasting panel decided to stray from the grape to taste tequilas.

In its own way, navigating the world of tequilas is as complicated as delving into the universe of Scotch. Tequila is made from the blue agave plant. The least expensive tequilas need only be distilled from 51 percent blue agave juice. The rest comes from various other sugars added during fermentation. The more expensive, and many say the best tequilas, are made from 100 percent blue agave juice, and those words, 100 percent blue agave, must appear on the label, in English or Spanish. Some experts compare differences between mixed and pure tequilas to blended Scotches and single malts.

After the tequila is produced it is further classified by how long it has aged. Silver tequila, also called blanco or plata, is bottled immediately after distillation. Reposado is "rested" in wood for at least two months. Añejo tequila is aged in barrels for at least a year. There is also a gold tequila, which is unaged but treated with additives to give it an aged effect. 

The tequila panel included the regulars, Eric Asimov, Amanda Hesser and me, and a guest, Dale DeGroff, one of the nation's leading barmen and the author of "The Craft of the Cocktail" (Clarkson Potter, 2002). We limited ourselves to 100 percent agave silver tequilas, which both Mr. Asimov and Mr. DeGroff felt were the perfect ingredient for making margaritas. Even straight up, though, these were spirits that were complex and maintained your interest.

"They had waves of flavors," Ms. Hesser said after the tasting. "Herbal, fruity, mineral; a peppery kick; some had an eau de vie flavor." 

We sampled 13 tequilas ranging from $26 to $53, with an average price of $40 for a 750 milliliter bottle. 

Prices have risen steeply, especially for premium brands, since demand surged in the mid-1990's and supply was unable to keep up — it takes agave plants eight to 12 years to mature. The industry says new plantings should end the shortage in a year or two.

Mr. DeGroff, a big-time fan of tequila, said he thought there were about five in the tasting that were extraordinary. In fact, after warning the other panelists that he would be generous in scoring this spirit, he gave the eventual top-rated tequila, a Chinaco Blanco, the highest score possible, four stars. He also gave four others three and a half stars. He was a man of his word.

"These tequilas had layers of flavor, from spicy to peppery to a dry finish," Mr. DeGroff said. And he praised their acid structure, adding, "Sometimes, they had the same kind of sharp nose as sauvignon blanc has." But if you ever find Mr. DeGroff making drinks behind a bar, do not ask him for a frozen margarita. For him, they have no place on earth. 

"Some of the good tequilas are almost like a margarita already," Mr. Asimov said. He was taken by the "balance and flavor of the tequilas," and their "herbal, salty, minerally qualities and fruit flavors," though he did find a few of them disjointed. I, too, was taken by their layers of flavors. The word "complexity" for these tequilas, I found, had real meaning, more so than for some wines.

Our top-rated tequila, the Chinaco Blanco, garnered three and a half stars overall from the panel. And at $30, it was also our best value. Mr. DeGroff was truly excited by it, calling the Chinaco "incredible and lovely." Ms. Hesser detected a pleasant seawater aroma while Mr. Asimov went for the complexity. For me it was, simply, a benchmark tequila.

Hacienda del Cristero, $46, was the other tequila to garner three and a half stars. Mr. Asimov found it "smooth, pure and complex with a great finish." Mr. DeGroff found "nutty, peppery and vanilla flavors," I thought it very similar to the Chinaco, and Ms. Hesser was back at the sea again, finding both seaweed and hay flavors.

The two and a half star winner, Don Eduardo Silver ($36), would have fared better had Mr. DeGroff prevailed. "Tequila heaven," he called it, "exactly as it should be, with a terrific agave nose." I liked it, too, finding good spiciness, but the opposition was implacable. "Too green and too alcoholic," Ms. Hesser said. Mr. Asimov's stern pronouncement: "Thin and harsh in the mouth, with a hot finish."

Tequila, by the way, can be called tequila only if it is made in Mexico. Almost all tequila is made in the state of Jalisco, in western Mexico, where most of the best agave plants are grown. The name comes from the city of Tequila where many of the distilleries are found. 

Tequila was created, if that's the word, around the turn of the last century. Before that there was mezcal and before that there was pulque, both of them, like tequila, made in Mexico from the agave plant. Pulque, which is brewed like beer, was popular when the conquistadors arrived. Mezcal is distilled, like tequila, but many kinds of agave can be used. Around 1890, makers determined that one strain of the plant, the blue agave, produced a superior distillate. After a German botanist named Franz Weber confirmed their findings, tequila, the best of the mezcals, was born. 

The margarita appeared in the days after the repeal of Prohibition when everyone was creating new cocktails. One widely circulated creation myth credits a bartender who some versions say worked outside Los Angeles and others place near Tijuana. He reportedly concocted the drink for a starlet who could only drink tequila but didn't like its taste. Her name was Marjorie — Margarita in Spanish.

Tasting Report: Waves of Complexity in a Glass
BEST VALUE:
Chinaco Blanco 
$30 
*** 1/2
Incredible, lovely, said Dale DeGroff, who found classic agave character. Frank J. Prial noted its complexity and called it a benchmark tequila. Amanda Hesser liked the seawater aroma, and Eric Asimov loved the complex mineral and herbal flavors.

Hacienda del Cristero 
$46 
*** 1/2
Smooth, pure and complex with a great finish, Asimov said. Prial likened it to the Chinaco, but said it had more vibrancy. DeGroff found nutty, peppery and vanilla flavors, while Hesser enjoyed seaweed and hay flavors and the mineral finish.

El Tesoro de Don Felipe Silver 
$28 
***
Prial liked the nose and the intense flavors, and noted a baked flavor. Asimov called it a roasted quality; he liked the smooth texture and salty, mineral flavors. DeGroff also liked the nose, and found spicy flavors and a long finish. Hesser found cheeselike flavors at first, but felt it improved in the glass.

Gran Centenario Plata Blanco 
$48 
***
Hesser noted a distinct saltiness and buttery flavors that lingered. DeGroff, too, found butter and vanilla aromas, and said he loved the flavors. Asimov called it mellow with a touch of sweetness and detected unusual depth. Prial found good flavors, but in a minor key.

Herradura Silver 
$37 
***
Beautifully balanced, restrained and elegant, Asimov said, with mineral, salt, herbs and cucumber flavors. DeGroff liked the structure and the spicy nose. Hesser also smelled cucumber, calling it pleasant but narrow. Prial liked the nose, but otherwise found nothing special about it.

Corazón Blanco 
$38 
***
Hesser found floral and rosemary aromas. Prial liked the spiciness, balance and long finish. DeGroff noted spicy, peppery and orange flavors. Only Asimov was unmoved, finding artificial citrus flavors.

Don Eduardo Silver 
$36 
** 1/2
Tequila heaven, DeGroff said, exactly as it should be with a terrific agave nose. Prial called it beautiful, with good spiciness and a long finish. But Hesser found it too green and too alcoholic, and Asimov felt it was thin and harsh in the mouth with a hot finish.

Milagro Silver 
$26 
**
Asimov was the biggest fan of this tequila, calling it smoky, herbaceous and smooth. DeGroff found a lot of promise on the nose, but was dismayed by a short finish. Hesser wished the nose was more fragrant. Prial found a clean nose but a doughy taste.

Espolon Silver 
$43 
**
Hesser found chalky, dry grass flavors and a nice finish. Prial noted a lemony quality in the nose. Asimov called it smooth and balanced but too vegetal. DeGroff felt it was disjointed.

Don Julio Blanco 
$45 
**
Tequila Lite, Prial said, with all the requisite tequila properties but nothing outstanding. DeGroff, too, called it middle of the road, and Hesser found it dull around the edges. Too alcoholic and harsh, Asimov said.

