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‘I’ve never grown or sold tea,
only shared a cup of a magical,
mystical Himalayan herb.’

Rajah Banerjee in conversation with Michelle, 2017.


[image: Illustration]


 

 

 

For Mum, thanks for all the teatimes.
For Clara, Esme and Ruen, be brave and be kind.
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welcome

Hi, hello and welcome to the wonderful world of tea! We are Rob and Michelle Comins, owners of Comins Tea, direct-trade fine tea merchants in the southwest of England. We trade pure, whole-leaf, unblended teas that celebrate origin, growers, production and preparation techniques. Our travels take us all over the world to fascinating places and wonderful people.

You might be at any number of different points in your own tea journey: perhaps you’re an established tea drinker looking to gain a deeper real-life insight into the world of tea and the culture surrounding it; maybe you’re right at the beginning of your exploration, keen to be more adventurous but unsure how to get started. Today, we are living in an era in which more people want to understand more about where their food and drink comes from. In this book we want to introduce you to the people making some of the finest, best-tasting tea around the world and tell you their stories, in what we hope is a refreshingly transparent approach to knowledge-sharing in the world of tea. We hope to help build a better connection with, and greater understanding of, a drink that most of us enjoy every day.

In these pages we invite you to look at the world of tea from a completely new perspective, by taking you on a journey with us directly into the lives of those who plant, pluck and process tea. Going beyond the standard tea encyclopaedia, this book offers a unique, first-hand insight into the lives, culture, ceremony, opportunities and threats surrounding this ancient drink. We’ll look at the ways in which tea is grown, processed, sold and enjoyed in many of the major tea-producing countries, and examine its health-giving properties. Closer to home, we’ll explore how Eastern tea rituals can find a place in our day-to-day lives and help you re-create tea ceremonies at home, all with the aim of making loose-leaf tea a simple, everyday pleasure.

Our hope is simply to encourage readers to take part in an ongoing conversation about the evolution of the tea industry, one that will excite tea drinkers about the role that tea can take in their lives. Once you close this book, we hope you’ll feel inspired to start new journeys with tea. When you do, let us know! We hope they’ll be as rich, rewarding and life-changing as ours.

A QUICK NOTE ON TEA BAGS, BLENDS AND TISANES

We source fine, unblended, loose-leaf teas (known as ‘orthodox’ teas in the trade); our work does not include mass-produced, commodity-type blended tea that is generally used in tea bags, or herbal ‘tea’ (more accurately defined as tisanes or herbal infusions). These are specialities in themselves and deserve exploration in their own right. We will occasionally touch upon the commodity tea market in the book, the context of which is important to understand in the wider conversation about tea.
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our story

Michelle: I’ve always loved tea. It’s been present and significant in my life for as long as I can remember – not in the way I know tea now, but in a way that many British people would recognize: at breakfast, when you get home from school or work and at family gatherings or times of relaxation. My first memories of discovering more than just tea with milk and sugar are the outings my mum and I used to make on a Saturday afternoon. We would walk together into Leigh-on-Sea, where we lived, to do some shopping and have tea. They were special times to spend together and, faced with the choice of several different teas, I started drinking Earl Grey, before moving on to Darjeeling. It was still in tea bags, but it was a first taste of something more delicate than standard builders’ tea. It was the ceremony of tea that I fell in love with – not the classic Chinese or Japanese tea ceremony, just the act of sitting down with my mum, choosing a tea and spending time together.

Like my first experiences with tea, my upbringing was most definitely British, but I was lucky that my family was curious about the world and other cultures and we travelled extensively. I remember feeling a different energy inside me when I stepped off a plane, a mixture of excitement and slight anxiety at the unknown. I still get that feeling today when I travel and it’s invigorating, a true sense of what it is to be alive.

My interest in tea developed. I recently found an ornate Japanese tea set my great friend Mariko (who also designed our logo) gave me when we were at school – an indication that in my teens I had talked about tea enough to warrant her bringing back an enormous box on the plane! Much later, having been to university and started a career in marketing, I called Rob from the commute and told him I wanted to open a tea room. The idea seemed ridiculous, but this was the moment the seed was planted. It took another 10 years for it to become a reality, but tea stayed with me for all those years.

By around 25 I was managing teams of people twice my age. A wise boss and friend of mine, Joyce, used to hold her meetings with me over a cup of tea. She told me that a cup of tea was more than a drink: it was an unspoken commitment of time to a person. Tea became an invaluable tool at work. Outside work, my fondness for the Saturday afternoon tea ritual lingered, even strengthened, throughout university and into my working and married life. I would always insist that Rob and I took time for tea, to talk, reflect and discuss our week, our direction in life, our goals. It was these moments over the years that started to shape our future in tea.

By 2007, the desire to find mental and physical space came to a head and, still dreaming of a life outside the office, I requested a sabbatical. Rob and I headed to India and took a life-changing trip to Darjeeling. We had no plans for the trip, other than to see where tea is grown. I remember it seemed such a strange concept that ‘Darjeeling tea’ was grown in Darjeeling. We had no idea how tea looked, grew or was processed – we were two complete amateurs starting our journey. We ended up staying in Kurseong, a hill station 1,458 metres above sea level, on the way to Darjeeling. This is the heart of tea country, with gardens along the mountain slopes and viewpoints offering glimpses of forests and villages. We had turned up out of season, so the tea fields lay dormant and the factories were closed, but we were staying very close to the famous Makaibari Estate and therefore, unbeknown to us, close to one of the best-known, most charismatic figures in Darjeeling tea: Rajah Banerjee.

It was on a very misty January morning that we decided to walk down the hill and knock on the factory gates. We both felt nervous. If someone answered what were we going to say? Hello, we’re interested in starting a tea business, but we have no money and no idea how to do it… We were about to have our first experience of one of the reoccurring themes in tea: kindness and hospitality. I think the novelty of seeing two young English people standing on the other side of the gate gained us entrance, and it so happened that Rajah was on site.

The next two hours were like a dream. The factory was dormant, but that enabled us to get up close to the machines and meant that the factory manager had time to explain how everything worked, which is near impossible at the height of the season when factories are filled with people. At the end of the short tour we were ushered up to the office while a tea tasting was prepared, and we could hardly believe our luck. We did our best to look as professional as two people who had never properly tasted tea could, and even with our amateur skills it was obvious that we were experiencing a liquor far removed from the Darjeeling we’d tasted back home.

In addition to the incredible flavour was the revelation that there was more than one Darjeeling to try. It sounds ridiculous now, but until that point we had simply been offered ‘Darjeeling’ in the west. But now here we were with leaves separated not only by grade but also by picking date, variations in which resulted in distinct differences in the cup. Our next step was to meet the man himself: Rajah Banerjee.

Rob: This taste-changing trip took place when I was 29 years old. At this time I believed that tea wasn’t for me – in fact, anything other than water and hot chocolate wasn’t for me. At a young age, I remember my parents drinking tea made from tea bags with milk, and this was not to my liking. I also remember the pungency of their coffee. I therefore spent my childhood, school years, university years and an initial career in teaching declining all offers of tea and coffee, based on my perception that I had tried and disliked them.

That all changed with Michelle and the aforementioned trip to Darjeeling. Michelle had been trying to bring me across to the world of tea for quite a few years and I still wasn’t convinced. I think I must have been suitably enthusiastic at the time, but without thinking that anything would come of it. Even when we decided that a large proportion of our Indian travels were to be based around a trip to Darjeeling, I have to admit that I wasn’t in the same place as Michelle. However, I’d long had a fascination with the Himalayas, as my father had been on many mountaineering trips there when I was a child. This, and Michelle’s passion, meant I agreed wholeheartedly to the plan.

I found the tour fascinating for different reasons from Michelle. I had a strong interest in machines and processes, so the tour around a tea factory caught my attention. Even though the machines were silent I could still grasp how they would be used and how they would process the tea; in fact, I can still vividly remember the factory layout.

I had been inspired by our tour so far, but I didn’t expect what would occur in the famous tasting room and Rajah’s office over the next few hours. First, we were shown into the tasting room and a perplexing array of teas labelled with names and letters with numbers. No amount of questions would have made up for our limited palates and experience that day, but to my surprise, my desire to understand the relatively small selection of fine Darjeelings in front of us was immense. After stumbling through the tasting we were invited into Rajah’s office, and there my attitude towards tea changed forever.

We were served a pot of first-flush Darjeeling by Rajah’s tea lady. There was no escape: I was going to have to drink at least a few cups, which of course I was very prepared to do out of politeness. After the pot had been refreshed several times I was still drinking and wanting more. I was suddenly talking animatedly about possibilities for opening teahouses in the UK. Ten years on, the feeling that was ignited that day still drives me forward.

When we finally stopped talking we were invited to take a walk through part of the estate. Having told us proudly that the majority of his estate was forest, Rajah also informed us that Bengal tigers and leopards roamed through it. This filled us with trepidation, but thankfully all we saw was a wild pig rolling in the the bushes. Rajah immediately shouted to a worker to get it moved on before it damaged the plants further. His care for his tea plants also became clear when we came across a group of workers resting after the morning’s work. They had placed some of their clothes over the bushes to dry, something that was clearly not good practice, of which they were swiftly reminded. A sign in the factory said ‘Tea is Our God’, and this started with the plant. It was a message that would stay with us and infiltrate every level of our business.

We stepped outside the gates full of nervous energy. It really felt as though this was it, this was the life goal – but how to move forward? We reflected on the decisions that had brought us to Darjeeling and given us the courage to knock on the gate. Thirst for knowledge, bravery and an enquiring mind – yes, these would be the ingredients for our new life in tea.

The course we set ourselves that day in Darjeeling has seen us travel the world, and been amazed by the incredible kindness and open-heartedness of the people working in tea all over the world. At Comins we work only with pure tea, no blends, and the people who grow and nurture these leaves have shown great generosity and faith in us over the years, sharing their stories, their expertise – and more often than not, their homes. Often, when we leave their farms or homes, their last words are ‘tell more people – share what we’re doing here’: after all, it’s no good producing amazing tea if there aren’t enough places where tea drinkers can enjoy and appreciate them. That promise is the motivation for this book. The best way we can repay these wonderful producers is by telling their stories and exciting you, the reader, about the possibilities that great tea can offer. Enjoy!


the story of tea

All true teas are made from a species of evergreen shrub called Camellia sinensis. The different types of tea we know today arise only from the different processes applied to the leaf once it’s picked. The bushes cultivated today are descendants of wild tea trees known to have grown in one giant primeval tea jungle that covered an area including what is now Thailand, East Mayanmar, Yunnan, northern Vietnam and India over 50 million years ago.

EARLY ORIGIN STORIES OF TEA DRINKING

According to legend, the discovery of tea occurred around 4,750 years ago in southwestern China. Like many events in ancient China, it is surrounded by mythical tales. This one concerns the Chinese Emperor Shennong in 2737 BC. Shennong, who was named the ‘Divine Farmer’ or the ‘Emperor of the Five Grains’, was said to be a skilled ruler and herbalist who travelled the country discovering new types of herbs and plants, tasting them and noting the effects.

There are many versions of Shennong’s initial encounter with tea, the most common being that one day, while boiling water, a leaf from an overhanging wild tea tree drifted into his pot. Shennong enjoyed the unusual delicious flavour and felt refreshed. In other versions of the story, he has a crystal stomach into which he could look to analyze the effects of the herbs he tasted. A more dramatic version has Shennong lying on the ground near to death, poisoned from tasting too many toxic herbs and plants, when a leaf drifts down from a tea tree into his mouth, reviving him. Whether or not any of these things happened, the symbolism of each story certainly rings true. In reality it’s most likely that the tea plant was discovered many thousands of years earlier by indigenous tribes who would not have legends recounted about them. The Shennong legend may mark a point when the tea plant’s use became recognized by the richer classes. Its properties would have been realized and documented, and in turn, its usage spread further afield.

There is another popular legend about the origin of the leaf from around 526 BC, when an Indian monk called Dharma travelled to China to spread the message of Buddhism. It is said that he meditated for many years without sleep, but one day, in a temple in Honan province, he became drowsy and fell asleep. When he awoke he was so disgusted with himself that he tore off his eyelids and threw them to the floor, where they miraculously grew into a tea bush, the leaf shape mimicking the shape of the eyelid. Another less gruesome tale describes how by chance he chewed the leaves from what turned out to be a tea bush, allowing him to stay awake to meditate.

What these tales show is that from the very beginning, tea had a profound effect on the people who encountered it. These unique qualities ensured its initial expansion across China and ultimately the world. Today, tea is currently grown in 62 countries and is second only to water as the most consumed beverage. In later chapters we look at the history of tea cultivation in just a handful of these countries – those we currently purchase tea from – to give a snapshot of the stories behind the drink. Religion, trade and politics all have their parts to play, creating a fascinating history that can only be touched upon in this book.

TEA ARRIVES IN BRITAIN

Tea first came to the attention of Europe thanks to the Portuguese in the early 1600s. They had reached China in 1557 and began trading tea in 1610. In 1611 the Dutch started trading tea from Japan, but the English did not show much interest. The exact date when tea first reached England is not known, but what we do know is that the first tea offered to the public for sale was by a coffee shop owner, a Mr Thomas Garraway of London, in 1657. Interestingly, the poster created for this historic moment focussed on the health benefits of tea, which worked very well, making the Dutch imported tea an instant success, if only among the rich initially. Converted into today’s prices, one pound (454 grams) of the highest grade tea would set you back around £220. Garraway started the trade of tea, but the habit of drinking it was not established in court circles until King Charles II married the Portuguese princess Catherine of Braganza in 1662. She had developed a taste for tea in her home country.

TEA STARTS TO CATCH ON

Over time, tea drinking spread to the rest of society, but the new commodity led to a great deal of confusion, as its proper way to prepare and serve it was not well known. There are accounts of it being spread on bread, boiled and served with salt and butter, taken with nutmeg, ginger and salt, and even smoked. Despite this, demand was such that tea auctions began in London in 1679. By 1689, tea consumption had become so widespread that the British government started to tax it. By 1700, consumption was at 20,000 pounds per year. Tea continued to be sold in 2,000 coffee houses in London alone, but when these started to decline in popularity tea spread even further, and was recognized as the national drink by around 1750. During this time the East India Company had the monopoly of tea imports into England; remarkably, they held it from 1721 until 1833.

The growth in tea’s popularity continued to inflate the tax charged until in 1773 it equated to 64 percent of the value of the tea, pushing the price beyond the reach of ordinary people. The result was a sharp increase in smuggling. Even so, tea was still expensive, which led to the extensive adulteration of tea leaves to make it cheaper. The addition of leaves from other plants, liquorice or even sheep dung all made the tea go further. Thankfully, this practice became unnecessary when in 1784 Prime Minister William Pitt cut import duties to 12.5 percent, making smuggling unprofitable. Tea’s popularity grew again, and by 1785 consumption was at 1 million pounds a year.

A RITUAL and COMMODITY

It was around this time that the ritual of taking tea started to take shape. This is often credited, along with the concept of afternoon tea, to the Duchess of Bedford. Certainly she and her husband were early promoters of tea, buying large amounts of tea and teaware for drinking it, but it is quite likely that many others had started the habit of stopping for tea in the afternoon as well. They may not have done it with as much finesse or as many fine cakes, but the principle was the same. Our experience of serving tea in our teahouses shows that this mid-afternoon period is still a time when tea and a cake are craved.

London remained at the centre of international tea trade until the end of the 1900s, thanks to the regular London Tea Auction, which ran for over 300 years and ended on 29 June 1998. This, combined with Britain’s history of taking tea to its colonies, has indelibly stamped it with the title of ‘tea nation’. However, when looking at British tea drinking habits from the 1950s onwards we question whether this title is accurate from a quality perspective.

During the middle of the last century, teahouses became expensive to run, self-service became fashionable and American influence was strong. Into this culture was introduced the tea bag, invented in 1908 by a New York tea trader named Thomas Sullivan. He prepared tea samples in small silk bags for his customers, thinking they would tip the leaves out before use. In fact, they placed the bag straight into the water and returned to ask for more. Sullivan replaced the silk with gauze and the tea bag was born. Over time the material and design has been modified, but the biggest change came when in 1953 Joseph Tetley and Co started mass producing tea bags. It is widely recognized that the flavour experience from a tea bag cannot compete with that of loose leaf. The tea used in most tea bags is in the form of very small granules that give out flavour and colour quickly. This limits the flavour, however, and increases the chances of over-brewing and creating undesirable bitterness. Despite this, in 2007 tea bags accounted for 96 percent of the tea market; in 1960 it was just 3 percent.

Today, new shapes, materials and designs have improved the tea-bag offering and consumers are being more selective about what is inside them. Interest in, and sales of, loose-leaf tea are growing too, especially with increasing concerns over plastic pollution caused by some tea bags.

WHY DO WE ADD MILK AND SUGAR?

Milk has been added to tea for hundreds of years, both in the east and west. Initially, this would have been because tea was more about sustenance than flavour. Centuries ago in China, tea was sold in blocks that were crushed into powder and then cooked. Ingredients, such as milk, were added to provide a nourishing drink or soup. Over time, as tea manufacture methods and drinking habits changed, this habit died away in China. In Britain, though, this copied habit prevailed, and was probably necessary due to the bitterness of the low-grade tea we were drinking.

Sugar is also used to soften the bitter taste of tea brewed using tea bags. Extensive use of sugar in tea began in the 1720s and was promoted because British colonies produced sugar and needed a market. Tea was an ideal partner, and one that was already popular. The workers of the Caribbean sugar plantations feeding this habit were slaves controlled by the Empire, which left a far less sweet taste in the mouth.

Many people nowadays are still using sugar and milk to soften the harshness in their cup, and most commodity (mass-produced) black tea blends are now designed to take milk and sugar. Blends vary in quality, but the focus on the colour in the cup rather than the flavour means that in the cheapest, most basic blends there is no need for the quality to be high. In contrast, when presented with a quality orthodox black loose-leaf tea to taste without milk, our experience shows that almost every customer will agree it does not need milk or sugar. The larger unbroken leaves in these teas release their flavours gradually without over-brewing and releasing undesirably astringent flavours that force people towards the milk jug. While tea bags have made the enjoyment of tea more convenient, they have also distanced us from the original plant, the growing country and process of making and the flavours we should expect – demand, in fact – as part of our tea experience.

MODERN-DAY TEA IN THE WEST

Today, around 165 million cups of tea are consumed in the UK every day, mostly at home or at work or as part of a growing out-of-home market. Tea has been at the heart of British life for hundreds of years, but the tea bags we now enjoy are a far cry from the tea leaves enjoyed by ancient Chinese scholars and early British traders. At Comins we believe that by understanding how and by whom tea is grown and processed, we gain a greater respect for its preparation and how it can nurture us.

The exciting news is that there’s a world of tea out there that many know little about. Awareness and interest in orthodox teas and the different ways to enjoy them are growing in Britain. Loose-leaf tea is increasingly available in supermarkets and there are more specialist merchants. Most tea drinkers, however, do not understand tea’s heritage and the basics of its preparation, which varies between types and according to how it has been grown and processed. This can make loose-leaf tea seem cumbersome and complicated rather than beautiful and ritualistic. But historically, one of reasons tea was absorbed into so many different cultures was the opportunity it provides for social interaction; it is rich with rituals and ceremonies that could also play an important and enriching role in modern western life.

A NEW RELATIONSHIP

The days of sitting around the kitchen table sharing a good old British ‘cuppa’ are fading. Traditionally a storecupboard staple, sales of traditional tea bag teas are on the decline; young people are twice as likely to enjoy speciality black and green teas than the generation before them. This change in behaviour is being driven by a number of factors against the backdrop of our increasingly frenetic lives, most prominently health and wellbeing. Coffee has become the perfect fuel for a fast and ‘successful’ modern life. But many of us are starting to realize the value of slowing down, a change in mindset that is perhaps reflected in the growth of the out-of-home specialist tea market. Studies have shown that over two-thirds of tea-drinking Britons agree that tea is an important element of social occasions. The same studies also show that in order to build on this appetite for connection, the quality and experience of drinking tea outside the home needs to improve.

Changing consumer habits, trade patterns, unpredictable weather and competition for land are affecting the lives of millions of people in the black tea industry, but we hear little of this story. Our consumer decisions, and the industry’s ability to adapt, will dictate its future, and that of our daily cup. Scattered among the large-scale tea production are a number of modern pioneers breathing fresh life, new ideas and greater value into the orthodox black tea industry. The personal stories of dedication from these tea growers deliver us a sweet, flavourful elixir to connect with and linger over.

Away from the black tea industry, there is a world of tea the west knows little about, but that has much to offer. Exploration of the rich cultural heritage of tea in China, Japan, Korea and Taiwan reveals the continued domination of small holders whose generations of expertise have preserved traditional tea growing and production alongside ceremonial tea drinking. Back where the story of tea began in Yunnan, China, there is a unique market in which teas are picked from ancient trees, aged and sold like fine wines. In these markets, tea is seen as an investment; the experience is central to enjoyment, provenance is key, craftsmanship is celebrated and quality closely scrutinized. Tea here is certainly not a quick fix.

This overview raises some questions we encourage you to consider while reading this book. Firstly, as consumers turn away from tea bags, can the black tea industry, on which millions rely, persuade a new generation that there is more to black tea than milk and two sugars? We believe that with increased transparency, more tea specialists and more spaces for people to appreciate the flavour of quality black tea, we certainly can. If so, there is hope for a new relationship with tea producers in which we are prepared to pay more for tea of higher quality, great flavour, more clarity and a fairer distribution of value through the supply chain.

Secondly, what can we learn from eastern tea cultures rich with tradition, ceremony and flavourful teas full of reputed health benefits? Can the extraordinarily diverse range of teas produced there and the slower way of life they encourage offer a tonic for our hectic modern society? We believe they can. At our teahouses we regularly observe how bringing the stories of tea growers, ancient tea culture and modern tea drinkers together can turn a 10-minute cup of tea into a transformative two-hour experience.

Let’s dive in to the world of tea, starting with an overview of the magical plant itself, to learn more and hear from the people who live and work in tea today.


the tea plant

To fully understand how the Camellia sinensis plant developed from a medicinal herb to become the mostly widely consumed beverage, after water, around the world, we need to examine the plant itself in more depth. The qualities of tea as a drink can be broadly attributed to three main factors: the variety of tea plant, its growing conditions and how it is processed, and we will explore these here.

VARIETY AND CULTIVAR

Camellia refers to the genus of the plant and sinensis details the species. This can be further broken down into varieties or cultivars. Varieties are the differences among the same species that are found naturally in the world; if they are propagated (bred deliberately) by the grower, they become cultivated varieties, or cultivars. This happens when a grower notices desirable variations in a plant (such as yield, or frost, insect or disease resistance) and chooses to preserve them through cultivation. This is done by using cuttings rather than seeds from the plants. Cuttings create identical clones of the mother plant, whereas seedlings do not always pass on their parents’ desirable characteristics. This is because tea is a cross-pollinated plant. Pollination is caused by small insects with a short flying range, and pollination from an undesirable plant can occur. However, there are ways to control this.

The two main varieties used in the making of tea are Camellia sinensis var. sinensis and Camellia sinensis var. assamica. Sinensis means ‘from China’, and assamica is derived from Assam, the northern India state, reflecting the origins of each variety. Cultivars are created from these varieties. Take, for example, our Taiwanese Shanlinxi oolong. This can be accurately described as Camellia sinensis var. sinensis Qing Xin. The genus is Camellia, the species is sinensis, the variety is sinensis, and the cultivar is Qing Xin.

Camellia sinensis var. sinensis tends to have relatively small, light and narrow leaves and is thought to be native to western Yunnan, China. It has a greater resistance to cold and drought than other varieties, so outside China it is grown widely in Taiwan and Japan. A notable area of use is Darjeeling, India. When left to grow it reaches a maximum height of 6 metres. The characteristics of its leaf mean that it is mainly used to produce green and white tea.

Camellia sinensis var. assamica has much larger leaves that tend to be thicker. This is the variety that was first recorded as growing in Assam by the Scotsman Robert Bruce. It can grow into a tree of around 30 metres tall and thrives in more moist, warmer and tropical regions like its native Assam, and also Sri Lanka and Africa. It is most suited to making black teas.

Choosing the right cultivar

The question of which variety and cultivar to use is an important one for any grower. The decision is often dictated by growing conditions and the plants already grown in the area, but with modern cultivation methods and an increased understanding of the science behind growing, choosing the right cultivar has become more complex and is a process of continuous learning.

Pallab Nath, tea maker at the Kanoka garden in Assam (see here), described the pros and cons of the various cultivars they have planted when we visited. ‘The choice of cultivar is extremely important for us to make a viable business. TV17 makes up 75 percent of the garden. We also have TV24, TV25, S3 and TV1, and have planted a seed nursery for a TV1 and S3 cross. S3 is slow-growing but good quality, TV1 delivers medium growth but the quality is not so good, but together they will make good tea. TV24 and 25 grow fast and produce heavier leaves with early production, however the fibre content is high in the leaf, making them hard to roll. We find that TV17 is much lighter.’

At Nuxalbari Tea Estate in the Dooars-Terai region of India (see here), careful observation of both the plants and the changing environment have driven decisions about cultivars. When the owner, Sonia Jabbar, took over from her mother in 2011, yields were declining. One of the first things she did was to uproot the old, unproductive sections and plant new sections. She found that the yields of ‘Old Chinery’ or sinensis bushes planted in 1890 had more or less the same yields as 40-year-old clonal plants but the older sections were less prone to disease and drought. They now have a mix of old plants and new. As Sonia explained: ‘Our best green teas come from older sections. We have new sections with quality cultivars like AV2, TV1, Teenali, S3A3, Panitola, RR144, and a Japanese cultivar called Yabukita. However, the bulk of our new planting uses bi-clonal seeds that are key to our climate change mitigation program. New saplings from cuttings are shallow rooted and require a lot of water. Scant winter rains mean that, by April, irrigating the land runs our well dry. Bi-clonal seed plants grow tap roots and can withstand pest and drought conditions better than cultivars. I choose TS463, TS491 and TS520.’

Most tea-growing countries have specialist centres that, among other things, develop and register new cultivars for their growers and advise on their use. Opinions on these centres vary; we have met growers who welcome new cultivars as well as those that don’t appreciate government interference.

One example of a cultivar that has enjoyed widespread acceptance is Kenyan Purple Tea (technically, cultivar TRFK306). During a trip in 2017, Rob learnt that many growers had replanted fields with this cultivar, so called because it has purple leaves. Purple tea was actually first discovered in Yunnan, China and Assam, India. It has also been cultivated experimentally in Sri Lanka and Japan, where it is known as Sunrouge. The Kenya Agricultural Livestock and Research Organization (KALRO-Tea) spent 25 years developing drought-, disease- and frost-resistant varieties. According to Lilian C. Kerio, a biochemist Rob met there, the distinctive purple colour is down to the leaf pigment, anthocyanin.

This pigment makes purple tea extra special, because anthocyanins are flavonoids, a type of antioxidant. Antioxidants may delay or prevent some type of cell damage within the human body and are therefore thought very beneficial to health (see here). There is still much to prove, as much of the research has been done on commodity tea (usually destined for tea bags), rather than the orthodox type that we specialize in. As well as the antioxidant content, though, according to Lilian the caffeine content in purple tea is much less than green and black – in fact, lower than most decaffeinated teas. The plant is high yielding, highly resistant to pests, diseases, frost and drought, and is thought to be widely adaptable and suitable for all designated tea growing regions. Clearly, these are all very positive factors for the farmer. In addition to this is the financial benefit: a higher price is being paid for each crop. So purple tea offers a crop that requires no extra resources to cultivate and offers benefits on every level. It is still developing its market, but it’s an intriguing product and has a great flavour and health benefits. It’s a good example of how and why a new cultivar is developed.

GROWING CONDITIONS AND TERROIR

Growing conditions are the next important link in the creation of the character of a tea. Just as with plant variety, there are enormous differences to be found. If the same cultivar is planted in contrasting conditions it will produce very different results, increasing the potential diversity of our finished tea. A farmer needs to have a well-developed knowledge of his land to understand what will grow well, what creates an interesting taste or how to develop the profile their clients desire. For consumers the term terroir, which is more commonly associated with wine, is helpful for understanding the effects of growing conditions.

Terroir describes how natural elements, such as the climate, soil, latitude and altitude of a growing region, impact on the character of a tea. Together with other factors such as irrigation, topography, tea plant variety and age, the presence of insects and of course cultivation methods, they create the leaf’s unique properties. We have spent many hours in tea gardens around the world observing, questioning, learning and tasting to understand how the environment the tea has been grown in, and the decisions made during cultivation, affect the final flavour in our cup. Commercially grown tea plants generally produce viable tea leaves for between 30–50 years before they need to be replaced, so once a tea plant has been selected, it is terroir that, along with processing, has the biggest impact on a tea’s quality and flavour.

Terroir also decides where tea can be grown in the first place. On a visit to Kenya, Rob’s guide, Nick, explained how tea estates had initially been located within the constraints of the so-called Brown Lines, areas suitable for tea growing delineated in 1966 by a Mr Brown. These were based on ideal annual rainfall (1,270–1,397 mm) and distribution, cloud cover and humidity, temperature, soil acidity (pH 4.5–5.8), soil depth and indicator plants. The demarcation is found in and around the highland areas on both sides of the Great Rift Valley and astride the Equator within altitudes of 1,500–2,700 metres above sea level. Tea could be grown above these lines, but not below. The lines have shifted slightly with climate change and increased knowledge, but their limits for good growth still hold fairly true to this day.

[image: Illustration]

A TALE OF TERROIR: WUYI MOUNTAINS, CHINA

Wuyishan, or Wuyi Mountains, a national park and designated world heritage reserve in northwest Fujian, China, has a rocky terrain and a long, rich history of tea cultivation. It is impossible to discuss Wuyi without talking about terroir: this region is blessed with high cliffs, weathered rocks, highly permeable and mineral-rich soils absorbed by the tea plants that grow here. The Rock Teas that come from here are classified according to their origin within the area. The Zheng Yan (original rock) classification refers to tea grown in the original area within the boundaries of the nature reserve. Pesticides are not allowed here, soils are mineral rich and the surrounding mountains create rich, biodiverse microclimates. Imagine yourself walking through this stunning natural environment; in the course of a 4-hour walk, you will encounter different environments at every turn, from high cliffs to narrow gorges to mineral-rich streams. Now you have to imagine how the light will hit and infiltrate each gorge at different times, and how water may drip and drain down their sides bringing rich nutrients and minerals to the trees that cling to their sides and grow at their base. Tea bushes grow in all of these biodiverse microclimates, surrounded by abundant plant and insect life, and you can imagine how each microclimate creates teas with different characteristics and quality in the final cup.

Within the Zheng Yan area some places are more famous for quality teas, because the combination of environment, water, soil (highly permeable, mineral rich with the correct pH, and so on) is optimal, and the presence of high cliffs that absorb heat in the day and release it at night creates a more constant temperature for the tea plants. If you read more widely about the tea produced here, Yan Cha, you will see varieties named after particular pits and gullies, such as Hui Yuan Keng, Niu Lan Keng, Dao Shui Keng, Liu Xiang Jian and Wu Yuan Jian, although there are many other areas that offer high quality and command high prices.

The areas outside Zheng Yan, which also produce Yan Cha, are well defined: the Ban Yan (half-rock tea) area lies around the edges of the natural reserve; the Zhou Cha area is around the nearby Nine Bends River; and the Wai Shan area is outside the mountains beyond both Cha and Ban Yan. These areas deliver widely different experiences in the cup – the teas from these outer areas are said to lack the ‘rock charm’ found with Zheng Yan teas. The further you go from the Zheng Yan area, the less sought-after the teas become; the high cliffs that create unique microclimates in the Zheng Yan are not found in the other areas. According to our guide, the Ban Yan area is not as closely monitored or subject to the same regulations as the Zheng Yan area, and many of the farmers we spoke to mentioned the difference in soil quality here. By looking at an area such as Wuyi we can see clearly how the same variety of tea, processed in the same way, may vary in quality depending on exactly where it is grown. In order that you, the tea drinker, can know and appreciate what you are drinking, tea needs to be clearly labelled and its origins explained.

SOIL

Soil and subsoil quality are crucial to the growth of the tea plant. The soil needs to support the roots and contain the nutrients, minerals and moisture required for growth. The prime conditions are an acidic soil of pH 4.5–5.5, a level that aids the absorption of the nutrients. A loose soil, covered in a good layer of leaf and plant litter, which allows a supporting root depth of just under 2 metres and drains well but retains moisture well, is also preferable. These elements differ vastly between regions, but the great adaptability of the tea plant means that it can thrive in very different conditions.

On our tea trips, the climate, latitude and altitude of a tea farm are clear, but soil is more difficult to understand immediately. Over time, the way a tea
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