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INTRODUCTION

Welcome. Slip off your shoes, clear your mind, and with a long, deep inhale, get set to immerse yourself in the gloriously zen world of matcha. 

From matcha’s origins as the divine drink of monks to its twenty-first-century status as the darling of social media, this little guide will explore the origins of matcha, why it turns heads, and how it has become the go-to drink of modern influencers. The following pages will help you understand the incredible health-promoting properties of “green gold” – hello, healthy body and mind – as you learn to make the perfect matcha. Once you’ve got the tea ceremony down, this little bible will guide and inspire you to explore the potential of matcha as a key ingredient in a myriad of gorgeous recipes.

Consider this book your green light to go wild with matcha. So, get ready and enjoy the ride.
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A Brief History of Matcha

You’ve probably heard of green tea, but what exactly is matcha? How is it different and where does it come from? And why has it built up such a fervent fan following? This chapter will tell you everything you need to know about the origins of “green gold” and how it has gone on to become the world’s favourite energy drink.




What is matcha?

Matcha is finely ground, bright green powdered tea made from the young green leaves of the tea plant Camellia sinensis, a shrub native to southern China, northern Myanmar and the Assam region of India. Matcha powder is made by harvesting young tea leaves, which have been shaded from the sun for two to three weeks before picking. The leaves are then steamed, dried and ground to a fine powder for tea-making or cooking.

The practice of shading the tea leaves before harvesting is what gives matcha its signature bright green colour, umami flavour and mild seaweedy smell. Both the name “matcha” and the process of making it were developed in Japan from the fourteenth century onwards, although, as you’ll see, drinking powdered tea has its roots in ancient China.


DID YOU KNOW?

Ma means powder, and cha means tea in Japanese, so the word matcha literally translates to powdered tea.







Know your grades

If you’re buying your matcha outside of Japan, you’ll notice that there are different grades of the brilliantly green powder available – most commonly labelled “ceremonial grade” and “culinary grade”. If you plan to drink your matcha neat with hot water in the traditional style, it’s best to go for the ceremonial option, as you’ll get the mildest, purest and sweetest flavour. For cooking or mixing with milk or other ingredients, you might choose culinary-grade matcha, which is likely to have a slightly stronger taste and be more affordable.

Matcha versus green tea

So what’s the difference between ordinary green tea and matcha? Well, green tea is made by steeping the dried leaves of the unshaded tea plant in hot water to make an infusion for drinking. This kind of tea is called sencha in Japan.

Matcha is different because the young tea leaves are shaded first before picking, then finely ground into a powder for whisking into hot water or milk. These specially prepared leaves used for matcha are known as tencha in Japan.



With matcha, you consume the whole tea leaf, rather than just water infused with it. This means you get all the goodness of the plant including its antioxidants, anti-inflammatories, amino acids and caffeine.


DID YOU KNOW?

The tea plant Camellia sinensis is a close relative of the ornamental Camellia japonica we often grow in our gardens. You can make tea with the garden variety too, although it’s not as flavoursome.
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Back in the beginning 

The practice of picking, steaming, drying and making tea from the leaves of Camellia sinensis began as early as the seventh century in China. Records show that during the Tang dynasty (618–907 CE), tea leaves were routinely steamed and then compressed into bricks or blocks for easy transportation and storage. These tea blocks were even used as currency in parts of China.

Onions, anyone?

The tea blocks were then roasted over flames and ground into boiling water for drinking. Other ingredients were sometimes added, like ginger, mint or even vegetables like onions. This tea was thought to be medicinal, and its bitter taste would be a far cry from our tea today.

Enter the tea whisk

During the Song dynasty (960–1279 CE), powdered tea continued to be fashionable in China. The tea would come as a lump, which would be ground up into a powder, before being sieved and whipped into hot water using a tea whisk. 



One lump or two?

The lump tea enjoyed during the Song dynasty didn’t hit the spot for everyone, thanks to its dark colour and bitter taste. The invention of complex and costly processes lightened the tea and removed its astringent flavour. Increasingly complicated production methods meant tea became a premium product, and its use began to decline in the early years of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644 CE).

Turning over a new leaf

This wasn’t the end of the story of tea in China, however. Once lump tea had fallen out of fashion, the Chinese switched to making their tea by steeping tea leaves in hot water, just as we do today. Different ways of making tea emerged, with black, white and green tea all being prized for their different properties and flavours. It wasn’t quite the end of the story for the powder and whisk method of tea-making, though, as you’ll see.





Monks and mindfulness

During the heyday of the powder and whisk method of making tea in China, monks from Japan – who came to study Zen Buddhist teachings in the country – were fascinated by what they saw. They took an interest in the medicinal benefits of tea and its role in their religious practice, and they began to bring it home with them to Japan.

The first seeds are sown

In the twelfth century, a monk named Eisai brought some Camellia sinesis seeds back to Japan from China, and his followers established a tea plantation in Uji near Kyoto. They roasted and ground the tea leaves before sieving and whisking the powder into hot water – just as they’d seen in China. The resulting brew was likely brown or black in colour. This early monastic practice provided the modern blueprint for making matcha in Japan.


DID YOU KNOW? 

The Kyoto area is still an important centre for growing matcha tea leaves today.





Eisai, the godfather of tea

According to most Japanese tea histories, the nation’s special relationship with “green gold” is all thanks to the monk Eisai and his followers. But who was he, and what role did he play in founding Japan’s love of all things matcha?

Eisai was born in 1141 in modern-day Okayama, a fruit-growing region in south-western Japan. As a young adult, he became a monk in a Buddhist sect called Tendai – one of Japan’s most important schools of Buddhism, based at Mount Hiei near Kyoto.

It was common for Buddhist monks from Hiei to travel to seek further enlightenment, and so Eisai sailed to China in 1168. In the twelfth century, it could take a few weeks to cross the East China Sea, and when Eisai arrived, he made his way to Mount Tiantai – home to Chan Buddhism, or “Zen” Buddhism as it came to be known in Japan.
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Tea is the elixir of life.

Eisai, Kissa YŌjŌki




Me and my
 matcha ♥







The first matcha seeds are sown

Eisai was fascinated by what he learned about Zen Buddhism on his initial trip to China, and he returned to Japan full of what he’d seen and heard. In 1187, he travelled to China again – this time to train in Zen Buddhism at a monastery near Mount Tiantai. 

He spent three years there, meditating and practising his faith under Xuan Huaichang, a master of the Linji school of Buddhism.

When Eisai returned to Japan in 1191, he was a trained Zen Buddhist and powdered tea convert. Along with scriptures, he brought the precious tea seeds with him, which would establish the first tea plantations at Uji, near Kyoto. He would spend the rest of his life teaching Zen Buddhism in Japan and promoting the medicinal benefits of drinking tea.

Towards the end of his life in 1211, Eisai wrote the influential text Kissa Yōjōki – A Record of Tea Drinking for Health, which describes the benefits of taking tea for body and mind. The book was presented to Minamoto no Sanetomo, the third shogun of the Kamakura shogunate, in 1214, and it promoted tea as a medicinal substance, capable of doing great good.



According to Eisai, tea’s wonderful health-giving properties included curing tiredness, lupus, indigestion, beriberi, heart disease and many more illnesses. 

The book also described how to grow tea, and how to harvest and prepare the leaves for drinking, focusing on the method of picking tea leaves in the morning, before steaming and roasting them. 

The book became a renowned text and helped to popularize tea in Japan among the samurai and merchant classes.
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Cure for a broken heart

Eisai’s treatise on tea was widely read and very influential. Japanese nobles began to take tea as part of their self-care routine.

The Kissa Yōjōki went into great detail about how each of the five major organs in the body – the liver, lungs, heart, spleen and kidneys – was best supported by supplying it with flavours that uniquely nourished its needs. These were believed to be:








	Organ
	Flavour





	Liver
	Acidic



	Lungs
	Pungent



	Heart
	Bitter



	Spleen
	Sweet



	Kidneys
	Salty





Eisai believed that the typical Japanese diet didn’t contain enough “bitter” food, which explained the high number of heart complaints in Japan. He might have been thinking of both physical and metaphorical heart complaints here, but regardless, his solution was more tea!



Zen to unite them all

Eisai and his tea-drinking monks believed Zen Buddhism was a force for unifying Japan, eliminating warfare and improving civil society. Tea played a vital role in this religious practice, helping to support its key values of gratitude, presence, connection and balance. In preparing, contemplating and drinking the tea, monks could be fully present in the process and benefit from the taste and balance offered by the tea’s medicinal properties.

Long periods of intense meditation were also a key part of their Buddhist practice, and powdered tea, a powerful stimulant, helped them maintain concentration and focus. Alert but calm was the ideal state for their worship, and one which tea was uniquely good at providing. 


DID YOU KNOW?

The foundational belief of Zen Buddhism is that all human beings are, in some form, Buddha, and that all we have to do is look inside ourselves for enlightenment.







The rise of the tea ceremony

Tea drinking continued to form an important part of Zen Buddhism in Japan throughout the subsequent centuries. During the Muromachi period (1336–1573 CE), tea also became highly fashionable among the upper classes.

Lavish tea parties were in vogue, with hosts from the elite samurai families keen to show off their wealth and status through their collections of expensive Chinese tea sets. These sometimes rowdy get-togethers saw political alliances made and deals brokered, fuelled by tea, sake, gambling and poetry. At the same time, a simpler, quieter and more spiritual approach to taking tea was emerging, which would become the blueprint for the Japanese tea ceremony we see today. 


DID YOU KNOW?

The Japanese tea ceremony is known as chanoyu or sadō/chadō, which means
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The four principles of wabi-cha
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Hello, shade-growing
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The benefits of shading
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Tea talk
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Matcha during the Edo period
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Matcha makes a comeback
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Matcha moving forwards








Marvellous matcha facts


	Samurai warriors liked to play a blind matcha-tasting game at their tea parties. This pastime was known as tōcha. The ability to identify tea by its smell and taste was seen as the height of sophistication.

	Nearly a quarter of Japan’s matcha is still grown in the Kyoto region, with the Uji area still regarded as the producer of the highest-quality tencha.

	Starbucks launched their green tea latte in 2006, made with sweetened matcha powder. They switched to an unsweetened Japanese-grown product in 2025.

	Matcha KitKats are one of more than 350 KitKats flavours in Japan. Other varieties include cherry blossom, wasabi and edamame bean.

	The “ceremonial” and “culinary” grade distinctions in matcha don’t exist in Japan. Instead, matcha quality is defined by flavour, colour, texture and origin – with certain growers known for producing the best powder.
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