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Guidelines for purchasing Taiwan teas:

There are no special tricks for selecting tea. One simply must ‘observe, listen, and taste’ to learn more about it. There are a couple Taiwanese sayings that convey this idea: ‘Wenzhang, fengshui, cha’ (Essays, Fengshui, and tea–few people truly understand them) and ‘Cha wu wu, wu bai hu’ (All teas look the same; make whatever claims about them, and no one will know the difference!). It is likely that you will meet an unethical tea merchant here and there, one who charges more than a tea is really worth. However, there are some guidelines you can follow to select good tea if you are willing to spend a little time to investigate. The first thing to remember is that tea prices fluctuate according to the season and market demand. Also, I have always advised friends– if you can’t differentiate between the appearance, fragrance, taste, and aroma of two teas–buy the least expensive one. Why pay more if you can’t taste the difference? In reality, there is no good or bad tea; it all depends on your own preference. At different ages and times of our lives, our preferences for tea will be different. Therefore, if after you drink a tea, you still want to drink it again, then it’s good enough. There’s no need to buy blindly according to price. So-called high-end tea is not good quality because the price is high; actually, the price is due to recognition and respect. After you are a connoisseur of the taste, fragrance, and aroma of tea, then you can assign recognition according to your own evaluation. Below are a few steps you can follow to evaluate tea quality and make a selection. 

1) Observe the appearance of the leaves in detail: 

Good tea leaves must be thoroughly dry and the shape should be smooth and even. They should not have too many broken edges, and there should not be many stems, yellowed leaves, or other odd elements. The shape of the leaves depends on the type of tea. For ball-shaped tea, the tighter the leaves are rolled, the better; the size of the balls should be consistent as well. Wenshan Pouchong leaves are long and slightly twisted, not rolled. Tungting tea is rolled into a half-ball shape. Iron Goddess is a tight, ball shape. White Tip Oolong is naturally curly. Dragon Well tea leaves look like tiny swords, and black tea leaves are small, thin, and wiry. In addition to shape, look at the color of the dry leaf to distinguish quality. Fresh, non-baked tea leaves are bright and glossy. Baked and aged teas are dark and smooth.

2) Smell the fragrance of the leaves:  
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Before you brew your tea, smell the fragrance of the dry leaves–it should be pure and fresh. Learn to recognize the quality of the fragrance. Good quality green and Pouchong teas should not smell baked. White Tip Oolong should have a fruity fragrance; black tea should be slightly malty. Tea should never have a stinky, burnt, smoky, oily, or other strange smell.

3) Evaluate the taste and fragrance of the brewed tea:
The color, fragrance, and aroma of tea are mutually connected. Wenshan Pouchong tea is greenish-yellow with a natural floral aroma, and a fresh, flavorful taste. Tungting Oolong is a deep, golden brown color, with a floral scent, sweet aroma, and long-lasting sweet finish. Iron Goddess has a brownish liquor and a hearty fragrance, rich and fruitlike; it is smooth and soothing to the throat. White Tip Oolong is reddish-orange, with a ripe fruity flavor, honey-like fragrance, and soothing, smooth taste. Dragon Well is yellowish green, with a slightly vegetal or grassy aroma, and a lively, fresh flavor. Black tea is a deep reddish-black color, with rich layers of fragrance; sugar and milk can be added to enhance the flavor.

4) Examine the brewed leaves:
After you taste the tea, remove the leaves from the teapot. Look at the color: do they appear tender or mature? Look at the condition of the leaves:  are they oxidized, rolled, and baked properly? For example, Dragon Well leaves consist of young buds and tender whole leaves, yellowish-green in color. Wenshan Pouchong leaves are also whole but more mature than Dragon Well; the leaves should be slightly red around the edges and a lively green in the middle. Basically, any tea made from the buds of a tea tree, like White Tip Oolong or Dragon Well, should contain many small, tightly shaped buds. By contrast, Wenshan Pouchong, Tungting, Iron Goddess, and High Mountain teas are picked after the buds open, so it is not a sign of quality if these teas contain too many small leaves and buds. Also, if the color of the leaves is very green, the oxidation may be too low. Evidence of oxidation should appear around the tips and edges of the leaves, outlining them with a red color. The darker the leaves, the heavier the oxidation processed. The darker the color and the harder to the touch, the heavier the baking has gone through. On the contrary, the brighter the color and the softer the leaf, the lighter the baking has gone through. Handpicked leaves are more regular in shape; machine cut leaves tend to be irregular. You can also identify the type of tea cultivar and whether it is a hybrid or not by examining the brewed leaves. In short, by spending a little quality effort examining the brewed leaves, you can really enhance your tea experience!

Thomas Shu   (info@teaone.com)
Sources:
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Note: The term ‘fermentation’ has traditionally been used to describe part of the process for making oolong and black tea. However, the term ‘oxidation’ is technically more accurate, so it has been used in this article for clarity.
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