Tea Basics
What is Tea?
          Tea is defined as either the processed leaves of the Camellia sinensis shrub, or the beverage derived from infusing those leaves with water. For many consumers, tea also includes blends that are created using herbs, flowers, and other botanical ingredients. These “teas” are not technically tea, because they aren’t made from Camellia sinensis leaves. The word “herbal” has simply been placed in front of the word for tea.
About the Plant

          Two thousand varieties of tea are derived from more than 82 species of Camellia sinensis. Just as with any agricultural product, there are distinctions in the quality of tea that depend on factors such as the soil in which the tea is grown, how it is processed, and finally, how it is prepared. A high-quality tea can be improperly brewed, resulting in “a good tea gone bad.” Therefore, quality-control measures should be followed throughout all stages of tea production.
            Camellia sinensis is an evergreen shrub that flourishes in subtropical and tropical regions, with elevations ranging from sea level to over 6,000 feet.  The finest teas are grown at elevations of 3,000 feet and higher. If left unattended, tea bushes will grow as high as 30 feet; however, to ensure that the leaves are delicate and easy to pick during cultivation, they are typically pruned to a height of three or four feet.
The Processing of Tea

                To ensure that the end product contains only the best tea, the leaves must be harvested by hand. True teas are made with the young leaves, buds, and internodes (two leaves and a bud) that are on the top portion of the branch. Once tea workers pluck them, they place the leaves in a basket, taking care that those resting on the top do not crush the ones on the bottom.
            Any tea may be processed in one of several methods. It can be unoxidized, partially-oxidized, or oxidized, resulting in white or green, oolong, and black teas, respectively. Though the differences in methods may seem subtle, differences in the finished teas are not. Any tea plant can be processed into any of the three types.
White and Green Teas

                White and green teas are unoxidized teas made from withered Camellia sinensis leaves. Withered leaves are freshly plucked leaves that have been spread on a screen that allows air to remove moisture. An example of white tea is Yin Zhen (or Silver Needle) (#98001), which consists of the flowery pekoe leaf buds that are plucked on the day prior to their opening. They are pan-fired and dried, and undergo no rolling or firing.
            To process green tea, the leaves are steamed or pan-fired to stop the chemical reaction that begins once the leaves are picked, causing oxidation to begin. Once the leaves become soft and pliable, they are rolled into various shapes, after which the tea continues to dry until it has less than four percent moisture content. Green teas include Gunpowder (#98002), a Chinese tea in which the leaves are rolled by hand into tiny pellets; it has a grassy, fresh taste that cleanses the palate.  Dragon Well (#98003), another Chinese tea, has a nice aroma and a delicate flavor; Sencha (#98004), from Japan, is light in color, yet rich in the cup; and lastly, Genmaicha (#98005) is a Sencha tea that has been blended with toasted and popped rice. Jasmine tea is created by scenting fine green tea with jasmine blossoms. Of the teas in this category, Jasmine Pearl (#98006) and Jasmine Mao Fung (#98007) are both very popular nowadays.
Oolong Teas

          Oolong tea is a partially-oxidized tea that is processed similarly to black tea. However, oolong tea leaves are withered and oxidized for a shorter time, which creates a sweeter, more delicate flavor note than that presented by a black tea. To stop oxidation, the leaves are pan-fired, after which they undergo a process that includes a series of rolling and firing steps.
            Formosa White-Tip Oolong (#98008) is generally regarded as the best oolong in the world. Several grades of Formosa Oolong are available, with flavors ranging from smooth and sweet to fruity and toasty. Wenshan Pouchong tea (#98009) has a luscious aroma that is almost “green tea-ish” in nature, which makes it another popular oolong tea. For the past 30 years, Taiwan tea farmers and tea merchants have successfully developed the popular Jade Oolong based on Pouchong tea processing techniques, but more skillfully fired and rolled. Good examples are Alishan Oolong (#98010), Lishan Oolong (#98011), Meishan Oolong (#98012), and Evergreen Oolong (#98013).
Black Teas

            The first step in processing leaves into black tea is withering them until their moisture content reaches 60 percent. As the leaves dry, they become pliable; at this point, they are either rolled or broken, either by hand or mechanically. Rolling the leaves helps release organic compounds, which then combine with other leaf constituents to produce a molecular structure that gives the black tea its distinctive flavor and aroma. During the oxidation process, the leaf oxidizes and accordingly, turns brown. The length of time the leaves are oxidized determines leaf color, as contact between oxygen and chemical components in the tea leaves turn the leaves from green to a coppery red to a deep brown, and then finally, black.
            Among the more popular black teas are Darjeeling (#98014), a very flavorful Indian tea that has an intense aroma, and Keemun (#98015), a universally enjoyed tea from China that was incorporated into the first English Breakfast tea. Assam (#98016) is a favorite Indian tea that delivers a malty flavor and is traditionally considered to be a breakfast tea. It is, in fact, a standard ingredient in both English and Irish Breakfast blends.
            Popular flavored or scented black teas include Earl Grey (#98017), which is flavored with bergamot, a Cantonese citrus fruit, and Lapsang Souchong (#98018), a black tea from China that has a smoky, tarry flavor that is a result of being processed over the smoke of burning pine branches. Also, there are black teas that are flavored with natural fruits or fruit essence. Lichee tea (#98019), Mango tea (#98020), and Passionfruit tea (#98021) are well-known favorites.
Herbal Teas

          Herbal teas are classified into four categories: single herb teas, such as Chamomile flowers or Guava leaves tea (#98022); herb blends that combine two or more herbs, such as fruit tisanes that combine fruit bits, herbs, and flavoring for a fun brew like Vintage Harvest (#98023) and Paris Sunset, both popular blends in Europe; and functional blends, which are herbs blended for specific purposes, such as to promote weight loss or energy. And finally, crossover herb blends combine tea and herbs, such as Rose Congou (#98024), a fine black tea with rose petals.
Sizing and Sorting

          Once the tea is processed, it is sorted according to its size. Size categories include: whole leaf with large, intact leaves; broken leaves that are slightly smaller or torn; fanning, which are even smaller pieces; and tea dust. In addition to sorting, the tea leaves must also be graded according to quality. Tea leaf size and shape provide a general, though not definite indication of a tea’s potential quality. Usually, the larger the leaf, the better the infusion. However, the person drinking it ultimately judges the quality of the tea in the cup.
The Elements of Tea Preparation

          Preparing loose-leaf tea is not a complicated process if all the essential utensils are handy. The basic requirements for steeping tea are minimal: tea, water, and a proper brewing vessel. After choosing a high-quality tea (usually, measure one teaspoon per 6 oz of water to start with, adding more for twisted leaf style tea and less for tea that is rolled into balls), the next variable is water. Tap water can be tainted by various undesirable tastes and odors, which will eventually reveal themselves in the prepared cup. Therefore, it is recommended that, whenever possible, one use filtered or bottled water.
            The type of tea being brewed will determine how hot the water needs to be for steeping. Water for black and herbal teas should be brought to a rolling boil (212 F); for oolong, a bit cooler, between 195 and 212 F; and for green tea and white tea, 180 F.
            Similarly, the length of time the tea is steeped is relative to the type, color, and grade of tea. Black tea should be steeped for two to three minutes, oolong for one to three, and green tea between one and two minutes. White teas need only two minutes, while a first-flush Darjeeling should be steeped between two and five minutes. Please keep in mind that steeping tea is not an exact science, and the ratio between water and tea is determined according to taste.

 
Useful Accouterments
            Teapots are the traditional vessels utilized for steeping tea; however, there are many different types of teapots available, and each requires a slightly different tea-brewing method. You must first determine what tea ritual you wish to perform, which may depend on how much time you have. 
Yixing pots, which have been made and used in China for centuries, are made of clay that has been produced in a time-honored manner. They should first be warmed with hot water, which is then poured out. Place the loose tea or tea bag into the pot and fill it up with hot water. Allow the tea to steep for an appropriate amount of time. For loose teas, place a strainer over the top of the cup to keep loose leaves out, or use an infuser that can be removed from the pot once steeping is complete. The newly designed, clear-glass Yixing pots (#TE-005, 3 oz and #TE-014, 5 oz) are perfect for beginners, because they allow you to see the tea leaves as they are brewing.
Zen teapots, which are elegantly crafted and made of heat-tempered glass with a stainless steel filter, are also easy to use. You can watch the leaves unfurl through the glass as they are infused. (#TE-025, 16 oz and #TE-026, 12 oz)
The Tea-One Brewer is an easy alternative to traditional teapots and makes a great tabletop presentation. The Tea-One Brewer allows the loose-leaf tea to steep in a separate inner cup. When the infusion is complete, then a simple press of the button on the lid releases the tea into the pitcher, keeping the leaves neatly in the inner cup and ready for the next infusion. (#TE-119GL, 6 oz and  #TE-112GL, 12 oz)
            The Gong-Fu tea ceremony is the traditional method of brewing oolong teas in Taiwan. Enjoyed in small cups, the aroma cups are used to smell the fragrance of the tea, and the teacups are for sipping and appreciating the taste. The art of the Gong-Fu ceremony is meditative and calming, and is practiced between friends and in groups. First, warm the utensils with boiling water. Fill the teapot a quarter full with leaves. During a “pre-heat,” pour a small amount of boiling water over the leaves. Immediately pour the water out into the bowl. Fill the teapot with water again and brew for 30 seconds; then decant into the tea pitcher and the cups. Additional infusions require more time and are based on individual tastes. A general rule of thumb is to add 10-20 seconds per steeping. (#TE-015/016/030 for complete Gong-Fu tea set)
Using a Harmony Tea Mug provides a convenient alternative to the Gong-Fu tea-brewing experience. Watch the leaves unfurl in the mug and enjoy the aroma from the lid when the infusion is complete. The lid will then serve as coaster to hold the filter. Enjoy the harmony of a good cup of tea. (#TE-012, 12 oz)
Tea and Health

          A growing body of research indicates that green tea prevents diseases, as it contains antioxidants that keep free radicals from causing genetic damage to cells, thus triggering cancer. White tea may have received the best health-related press recently. If more research were conducted on black or oolong tea, the results would closely mirror the benefits gained from drinking green tea. However, we are also aware that the nutritional content in the extract from dry tea leaves is not the same as what we can expect once the tea leaves are brewed. Some nutritional components may be sacrificed during processing to yield a better-tasting tea. Many of the nutrients derived from drinking tea actually vary based on different brewing techniques. One should not make any health claims unless the specific packaged teas have been backed by reliable research and approved by the FDA. 
The health benefits of drinking tea are not new. Tea has long been enshrined in legends as a miraculous medicine for the maintenance of health. As far back as 2737B.C. the Emperor Shen Nung of China is said to have discovered this medicinal beverage. In 800 A.D., Buddhist monks who went to China to study introduced tea to the Japanese. The monk Eisai stressed to beneficial effects of tea in his book Maintaining Health by Drinking Tea. And about 390 years ago, tea was introduced to Europe as the ‘Green Gold’ that heals all. This all proves that the health benefits are a strong starting point for marketing tea, and the recent market research that has shown that American consumers are already very knowledgeable and excited about the tea’s health benefits. My major concern is to take it a step further and promote the fun and enjoyment of brewing and drinking premium tea, particularly leaf tea. My goal is to transform consumers who feel they have to drink tea to stay healthy into people who are true tea lovers – people who choose to drink tea because they simply enjoy it. Tea drinking should be thought of as a fun means of sharing good times with friends and family. There is much more to gain from drinking tea, it enriches our lives.
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