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Introduction

Matcha + Me

Everywhere you look today, you can see people clasping the vibrant green drink that is seemingly sweeping café culture. Matcha is having its moment. And, thanks to its unique well-being properties, it is here to stay, offering a soothing, pick-me-up alternative to the bitter shock of coffee we are so accustomed to.

I have been drinking matcha since my early teens (in Japan, children often start their tea journey with low-caffeine or no-caffeine drinks such as mugicha, a roasted barley tea, or hojicha, a roasted green tea). It is an essential part of the Japanese way of life, promoting what we think of as ‘alert calmness’, along with a host of well-being benefits, powerful antioxidants and nutrients.

Now, as a chef in London, I integrate it not only into drinks but into healthy breakfast options, inspiring lunch and evening meals and an array of dessert recipes. I hope that this book will give you a deeper understanding of this wonderful ingredient and a raft of ideas for incorporating matcha into your cooking.

Mindful Teamaking

Matcha has deep cultural roots.

The renowned Japanese monk Eisai came across matcha in China, where he was studying Zen Buddhism, and brought it with him on his return to Japan at the end of the 12th century. He believed it would enhance focus as well as daily meditative practices. The process of growing and preparing matcha, along with an etiquette around how to serve it, soon developed, leading to the potent powder becoming an integral part of the Japanese tea ceremony known as chanoyu.

This traditional Japanese tea ceremony centres on four principles. You can bring these into your tea-making ritual at home.

→ Harmony (Wa) invites you to create a peaceful and thoughtful atmosphere as you prepare and serve your tea.

→ Respect (Kei) urges you to take care and honour the tea itself, the tools you are using to create the vibrant drink and those who are there to share it.

→ Purity (Sei) as you focus in the moment enables you to clear your mind of intrusive thoughts and clutter, through the ritual of preparing the tea.

→ Tranquillity (Jaku) allows the tea-making process to become a practice of calm mindfulness.

What is Matcha?

Matcha is made from specific varieties, or cultivars, of Camellia sinensis (the same plant family to which all teas belong). The most popular matcha variety is Yabukita, which offers a balanced, highly drinkable taste. Okumidori is sweeter and less astringent. Saemidori is prized for its vibrant colour and strong umami flavour, while Asahi is considered a supremely refined and premium leaf.

Matcha plants are delicate, and to help them deliver their vibrant green colour and quality, their leaves need to be properly tended and shaded from the sun. The tea plants are covered with bamboo screens or cloth sheets for three to four weeks before harvest, which reduces the effects of harsh sunlight. These shade-grown leaves are known as tencha.

Only the youngest, most tender leaves are hand-harvested, and these are immediately steamed – to prevent the oxidation that can make them bitter – and then air-dried. The stems and veins are removed, leaving only the soft leaves. Finally, the leaves are ground into a fine powder, ready to be whisked with hot water into the beverage we love, exuding its sweet, slightly grassy taste.

Tips

→ Avoid using low-quality matcha. You should be able to spot poor matcha as it will appear dull or yellowish in tone and the taste may be slightly bitter. Also, texturally it is coarser and therefore won’t blend easily into a smooth paste, meaning any tea will taste gritty.

→ When measuring out the matcha powder, always use a standard kitchen measuring spoon, and ensure that it’s level by sweeping off the top of the powder with the blunt back edge of a knife.
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WATER KNOW-HOW

• WATER HARDNESS: Hard water is high in minerals that interfere with matcha's delicate compounds and can mute its colour and flavour. If you live in a hard-water area, use filtered or bottled water instead for optimal results.

• WATER TEMPERATURE: Never use boiling water when mixing matcha; 70–80°C (160–175°F) is the optimum temperature range. Any hotter and the water will destroy the delicate matcha flavour, making it bitter; any cooler and the powder won’t be evenly suspended in the water. Boil the kettle then let it rest for about 5 minutes or so to bring the temperature down, but a digital cooking thermometer will provide the most accurate measure.

Matcha-making Kit

A traditional usucha (thin) tea preparation is served in wide ceramic bowls held between your hands, as cupping the restorative brew is soothing. If you want to throw yourself into the tea ceremony culture and build your matcha-making skills to perfection, then a modest selection of tea-making tools is worth investing in.

→ Tea bowl
The chawan, a traditional tea bowl for serving matcha, has a wide mouth and is made of porcelain or earthenware, often decorated with patterns. It may be made in the rustic hand-shaped Raku style; the finely crackle-glazed beauty of Shino, with its textured feel to hold and sip from; or a Karatsu bowl, with imperfect daubings and patterns that reflect wabi-sabi philosophy (seeking beauty in imperfection).

Importantly, the guest should take the bowl and turn the most beautiful side out to other guests as a sign of respect. No matter the visual design, the wide, cylindrical shape is crucial as it allows you to whisk and froth the tea blend effectively and precisely.

→ Bamboo whisk
The chasen (matcha whisk) is a beautifully crafted, chubby, handheld bamboo tool made from a single stalk of bamboo split into ‘tines’ – the little fronds coming from the short handle. The more plentiful the tines, the greater the ability to create a mousse-like, frothy foam as you blend matcha tea.

A kazuho whisk has roughly 70 tines and is considered the standard in traditional Japanese tea preparation (see Traditional Matcha Tea, page 130). However, beginners may want to start off with a whisk that has 100 tines as it will produce foam quite easily. The handles on these whisks, being neither too chunky or too slim, are also a good size for holding and controlling during the whisking motion.

→ Bamboo scoop
The chashaku is a measuring tool that will save time when it comes to exact measuring. We may have grown out of the habit of measuring loose leaf tea for the pot but, when it comes to matcha powder, precise measuring is key. True connoisseurs also prefer the smooth bamboo surface to the potentially static metal of an ordinary kitchen spoon, as the wood-like surface enables the fine green powder to slide off easily into the bowl.

→ Fine-mesh sieve Because matcha has a fine texture, the tiny particles can clump together and be tricky to incorporate well into hot water. This means a mindful moment is required: sifting the powder before mixing is a must for a super-smooth result.

The furui is a fine-mesh sieve made from stainless steel that not only guarantees tea smoothness but helps produce the desired froth – and the flavour profile of your tea will be better for having been sifted through the sieve. When using a sieve, tap the side of its rim to help break up the lumps.

WHISKING WIZARDERY

Stirring a teabag in a mug, or the froth of your cappuccino into the liquid base, can be an absent-minded motion. Not so with matcha. To achieve the ultimate rich, micro-foam-infused cup of matcha it is best to brush up on your stirring technique. Not only will you enjoy the finished drink more, but the action is both mindful and calming.

Stir from the wrist. This keeps the motion controlled and relaxed. Stirring from the arm or shoulder will disturb the liquid in a heavy-handed way.

Build speed as you stir. Start slowly, then gradually speed up before dialling back down to a less vigorous stir.

Stir in a zigzag direction. This is often described as making an ‘M’- or ‘W’-shaped pattern while stirring the matcha back and forth through the cup of hot water. This creates the proper suspension of fine powder particles in the liquid.

Keep your whisk slightly raised. To preserve the fronds of your chasen and prevent damage to them, keep the delicate tines away from the base of the bowl or cup and use a light touch.

Troubleshooting

→ PROBLEM: Clumps in your tea
Solution: Always sift matcha powder first and then, to ensure thorough mixing, use a small amount of water to create a smooth paste in your cup before whisking in more water. Store your matcha powder in a dry, airtight container to prevent moisture absorption, which can also make it clump.

→ PROBLEM: It tastes bitter
Solution: Your water is too hot or the matcha is of poor quality. Over-whisking can also break down the powder and ruin its taste.

→ PROBLEM: The foam isn’t foaming
Solution: Ensure you are using soft or filtered water and use a good whisk. Practise using the zigzag stirring pattern to create a micro-foam and tiny bubbles at the surface.
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GRADES OF MATCHA + WHY IT MATTERS

Not all matcha is produced in the same way, and the takeaway café versions are often made with a commercial version of the powdered tea. However, you can make matcha drinks at home, and by selecting the gold standard of matcha powders, you will get not only a more complex and enjoyable flavour profile but a nutrient-dense brew.

Matcha is a labour-intensive tea to produce. True ceremonial-grade matcha is ground between granite stones, which produces just 50 grams (1¾ oz/½ cup) of powder in an hour. This dedication is partially what adds to the aura and reverence this drink has acquired. Let’s look at the different grades and when each should be used.

→ Ceremonial Grade:
Finest quality, for the traditional tea ceremony
This grade is made from the ichibancha (first harvest) of the shade-grown tea leaves. The ground powder has a micro-pulverized, talc-like silkiness and a vibrant green hue. This is the truest tasting and the most expensive. It releases a distinctively sweet yet umami and slightly seaweed taste. The aroma of this grade of matcha give hints of freshly cut grass.

    Ceremonial grade is essential for making top-quality matcha tea with all the nutrients and flavours intact. Free from any artificial sweeteners or colours, it creates the richest, finest froth – which is why it is the reserve of the tea ceremony.

→ Premium Grade:
High quality, for daily drinking
Premium-grade matcha powders are made from the second harvest of tea leaves. These are still excellent quality and a great addition for superb lattes and smoothies (where the matcha powder is blended with milk, ice and yogurt or fruit).

As with ceremonial grade, premium matcha powders are a vibrant green colour and not dull.

→ Culinary grade:
Stronger flavour, for cooking and baking
Culinary-grade matcha is a slightly lower grade of matcha tea, typically made from leaves harvested later in the season. This grade has a stronger, more robust flavour, which makes it ideal for use in cooking and baking, where the bolder flavour can stand out alongside other impactful ingredients.
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Matcha Calm Alertness Benefits

Matcha is being embraced as an alternative to caffeine minus the post-coffee crash. Instead, it gives a lift that is referred to as a ‘calm alertness’.

Matcha actually contains more caffeine than coffee. What sets it apart is the addition of another compound: L-theanine. This compound regulates and moderates the effects of the caffeine, making them slower burning to deliver a longer-lasting, energizing effect without the dip or the coffee jitters. This steadier caffeine release will sustain you for three to six hours.

However, as with coffee, this potency should be respected: two or three cups per day is adequate and more can result in the same downsides as coffee drinking. It is best consumed before late afternoon – but not alongside a meal, as it can interfere with iron absorption. And, of course, the caffeine content makes it unsuitable for evening or pre-bedtime consumption.

Matcha is rich in a catechin known as EGCG. This active plant compound is found in green tea and heralded for having antioxidant or anti-inflammatory benefits, protecting cells against damage. Premium matcha contains over a hundred times more EGCG than ordinary green tea. Some research suggests that this compound can help with brain function, adding to its appeal as a ‘wake-me-up’ early-morning drink. Despite its fine, powdery texture, matcha does have a good amount of fibre content that naturally enhances its prebiotic, gut-soothing qualities.

Tencha, the leaves matcha is derived from, are high in vitamin C along with vitamins A, E, B and K. It is also laden with chlorophyll, a detoxifying goodie.

MINDFUL CONSUMPTION

• MORNING RITUAL: Use it to replace a rushed coffee routine and make the process intentional, creating a moment of meditation.

• AFTERNOON BREATHER: Enjoy a moment in the early afternoon when your energy may be flagging and you need a break from your desk to restore your focus.

• SOCIAL SHARING: Build in a matcha meet-up with friends and share in the preparation process, ritual and mindfulness.
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