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INTRODUCTION


Some of my earliest and fondest childhood memories involve tea. My grandmother used to pour us each a cup of tea in her no-nonsense mugs, filling hers with steaming black liquid and a splash of milk, and preparing mine in reverse—a full cup of milk with just a splash of tea. We’d dunk homemade peanut butter cookies in our mugs and declare it a tea party.


While my tea preferences have changed—now, I prefer a strong, bitter cup of black tea, no milk, first thing in the morning; mint tea in the evenings; and something sweet, floral, and iced when it’s sweltering outside—my love affair with tea has endured (and I still enjoy the occasional tea party, especially one that includes a fancy hotel and finger sandwiches). There is something so soothing about a cup of tea—the way its warmth transfers from the mug to your hands, how the scent of it is like aromatherapy, how a sip is both familiar and new, the way you can put together just the right variety to fit the mood or fix what ails you.


Despite being a lifelong tea drinker, it had never occurred to me to grow all the ingredients to make my own tea. The inspiration hit three years ago at a garden center where, standing in front of vast metal racks filled with peppermint, spearmint, chamomile, lavender, and lemon balm, I thought, “This looks a lot like the tea aisle at the supermarket.” An image of a backyard tea garden flashed in my mind. Cue a cart filled with herbs and some bags of soil, and a few hours later I had all the makings of a great cup of tea right outside my back door. Every time I head outside to pick a fresh cup of tea, I remember my grandmother and feel a sense of gratitude for the continued comfort this ritual she taught me has brought me over the years.


[image: Hands holding a floral teacup filled with dark tea.]
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This is the last time I saw my grandmother before she passed away—and she was enjoying a cup of tea, as always.






Judging from the explosion of options in the grocery store aisle, I know I am not the only one with affection for tea. Maybe you brew a cup of tea in the morning for a quick pick-me-up, use an herbal blend to ease digestive upset, or wind down with a steaming mug before bed. Maybe you host tea parties for the children in your life or your sewing circle or book club. Even if you are an old hand at growing tomatoes or herbs like basil and rosemary, it may not have ever occurred to you that your tea could come from your own yard, too. Instead of reaching into the cupboard for a supermarket tea bag, you can plant a tea garden and then enjoy clipping fresh herbs such as chamomile, lemon balm, basil, and peppermint for your own signature brews.


A tea garden provides instant access to fresh, flavorful herbs and allows you to get creative, mixing different plantings to create one-of-a-kind blends. And while it might seem daunting or fancy, growing the ingredients for tea is actually a great project for both beginners and experienced gardeners. Most herbs are easy to grow (most will thrive in pots on a sun-drenched windowsill), and making flavorful tea can be as simple as steeping a few freshly plucked leaves in boiling water or as complex as drying herbs and combining multiple ingredients to make custom brews. Whether you’ve never tended to a plant before or have a large garden and want a new hobby, starting a tea garden and sipping fresh, flavorful garden-to-teacup brews is a great way to embrace your fondness for this classic drink.




Disclaimer: This book is not a field guide; it’s not intended to diagnose, treat, or cure any disease. I am a gardener and tea drinker, not a doctor or nutritionist. Although I did extensive research to ensure accuracy, you must make sure to positively identify all plants before eating leaves, flowers, fruits, and roots. Some wild plants are poisonous or can have adverse effects. Avoid consuming any unfamiliar plants. Consult with qualified health professionals to verify the health benefits and safety of consuming plants.













CHAPTER 1 A BRIEF HISTORY OF TEA
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In this chapter, we’ll take a look at where tea comes from, how it spread across the world and across the centuries, and what the tea landscape looks like today. By knowing the history of our preferred beverage, we can make informed choices about what we sip and why we want to sip it.






What Is a Tisane?


Some of the most popular “teas” are not tea at all. True tea is made from the leaves of the Camellia sinensis plant; herbal teas, including popular brews such as chamomile and peppermint, are considered tisanes.


Tisanes (pronounced ti-ZAN) are made from ingredients such as herbs, flowers, fruits, bark, and roots but no white, green, black, or oolong teas. (The French word for “herbal infusion” is tisane.)


Rooibos (pronounced ROY-boss) is made with leaves from Aspalathus linearis, a tall evergreen shrub that grows in a broom-like pattern. It’s native to the Cederberg mountain region of South Africa where the Khoisan people used the needle-like leaves to make a medicinal brew.


Dutch settlers learned about the plant from the Khoisan people and brought the herbal beverage back to Europe where it became an alternative to expensive black tea made from Camellia sinensis leaves. The Europeans called rooibos “red bush tea” because the leaves turn a burnt red color during oxidation.


Rooibos can be made with seven different rooibos ecotypes, each with their own color and flavor profiles. A variety called “Nortier” is the most common commercially grown type of rooibos. The flavor is described as sweet and slightly nutty with hints of vanilla.


Although rooibos is often referred to as tea, it’s technically a tisane. The caffeine-free herbal drink is loaded with antioxidants, which have been linked to lower rates of cancer and heart disease and reduced insulin resistance. Fans of rooibos also claim the herbal beverage helps with digestion, headaches, and sleep issues, but scientific evidence is lacking.


It takes 18 months from planting before rooibos is ready to harvest. The leaves are hand-plucked between January and April and then chopped and left to oxidize, transforming from green leaves to their signature reddish-brown color. Green rooibos is also available. Unlike the traditional red-bush tea, green rooibos is made by drying—not oxidizing—the leaves, giving it a more grassy, earthy flavor.


Unlike true tea brewed from Camellia sinensis leaves, which contain up to 90 milligrams of caffeine per 8-ounce (237-mL) cup, tisanes are caffeine free. These teas, also called infusions or botanicals, can be sipped hot or iced.


[image: A clear glass cup of reddish rooibos tea next to loose tea leaves.]



Rooibos creates a beautiful red tea.






Tea has been cultivated for centuries, with the earliest records dating back to 2732 BC when, according to legend, Emperor Shen Nung first drank tea after leaves from a Camellia sinensis bush—that is, the tea plant—drifted into his pot of boiling water. More reliable records show that tea was included in the medical text De Materia Medica, which was first published around 200 BC.


As tea started becoming more popular as a drink, not just a medicine, the cultivation, harvesting, and processing of Camellia sinensis started. During the Tang Dynasty (618–906 AD), often referred to as the classic age of tea, the botanical beverage became known as the national drink of China; tea was sipped and savored from the Imperial Palace to rural villages. Tea also became the centerpiece of spiritual rituals. During the Tang Dynasty, Buddhist monk Lu Yu wrote Ch’a Ching, a tea treatise that centered Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian teachings around traditional tea ceremonies.


[image: An ancient botanical illustration page with Arabic script.]



De Materia Medica has been published in many languages throughout the centuries, but it always contained useful information about helpful plants—including tea.






Another Buddhist monk, Saichō, is credited with introducing tea to Japan in the ninth century. It’s believed that the monk fell in love with tea while studying in China and brought Camellia sinensis seeds back to his monastery in Japan. There, the delicate green tea leaves were ground into powder, called matcha, which remains popular in Japan and worldwide.


Toward the end of the seventeenth century, camel trains operating along the Silk Road transported tea between China and Russia. In 1610, the Dutch East India Company brought the first shipments of tea to Europe. The beverage became popular in cities, including Amsterdam, and, before long, shipments were making their way from Dutch ports to the rest of Europe, including England, where the piping-hot beverage was first served to the public in 1657. Thanks to the high price of tea, it was enjoyed only by the royal and aristocratic classes. It wasn’t until a hundred years after the first tea was imported to England that tea houses and tea gardens started popping up around London, and tea became the national drink of the British Isles. So, while England might have a well-deserved reputation for serving high tea—with crumpets, of course—the British were in fact late adopters of tea culture, and some of their knowledge of tea cultivation and processing were gathered using questionable methods.


[image: A traditional red Japanese gate surrounded by tall green trees.]



Saichō first planted tea seeds in his monastery in Japan, Enryaku-ji, which you can still visit today.






[image: Traditional ink painting of a Buddhist monk holding a plant branch.]



The Buddhist monk Saichō, pictured, introduced tea to Japan in the ninth century.






In the 1700s, the British East India Company purchased a tea factory in Macao, China, and dominated the tea trade, exploiting its trading position for profit and political power. England was reluctant to depend on China for its tea, however, so in 1848 the British East India Company sent botanist Robert Fortune on a covert mission to China to collect Camellia sinensis seeds and plants while gleaning knowledge about how to grow and process the beverage. Fortune disguised himself and snuck into the interior region of China—an area forbidden to outsiders—and shipped 20,000 tea plants to India, where the species was tested in gardens across the nation, including the now-iconic tea regions of Assam and Darjeeling. The British government started developing tea estates across India, ending their reliance on China for tea.


[image: Painting of Dutch sailing ships in a busy harbor.]



The Dutch East India Company used ships like these to develop and dominate the tea trade between Asia and Europe.
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At first, tea was expensive and therefore only enjoyed by the rich.






Just as Holland introduced England to tea, Dutch settlers also brought tea to America. The upper class who settled in New Amsterdam, later renamed New York, started drinking tea in the 1600s. The British East India Company secured a monopoly on tea sales in the American colonies after British parliament passed the Tea Act on May 10, 1773. The legislation angered colonists, and, on December 16, 1773, a group calling themselves the Sons of Liberty boarded ships anchored in the Boston Harbor and dumped 92,000 pounds of tea into the water. The event came to be known as the Boston Tea Party.


[image: A tiered stand with pastries and sandwiches alongside silver teapots.]



An English afternoon tea, complete with scones, finger sandwiches, and pastries, is a treasured cultural activity in the country today.






Pressure from independent tea merchants like Richard Twining uncovered corruption within the British East India Company and put pressure on the British government to end the monopoly on the tea trade. The campaign was successful, and the British East India Company folded in 1874, opening the door for America to import tea directly from China. Clipper ships began transporting the commodity across the ocean.


[image: A woman picking tea leaves in a green tea plantation.]



Tea pickers are hard at work in the state of Assam, India.






Worldwide, China still dominates tea production, harvesting more than 1.8 million tons of tea each year. In addition to China, the rest of the top 10 tea-producing countries are India, Kenya, Sri Lanka, Turkey, Indonesia, Vietnam, Japan, Iran, and Argentina. The United States might not be a top cultivator of Camellia sinensis, but it is a significant importer.


[image: Painting of the Boston Tea Party showing men throwing chests of tea into a harbor.]



Iconic in American history, the Boston Tea Party treated tea as a symbol of oppression.






Approximately 80 percent of Americans are tea drinkers. Nationwide, we consumed 84 billion servings of tea—almost 4 billion gallons (15 billion liters)—in 2016, making the United States the third largest importer of tea in the world, according to the Tea Association of the USA. Americans prefer their tea black or iced, but with more than 3,000 varieties of tea available, the options are almost limitless. Thanks to strong demand, US growers are experimenting with the crop and producing small-batch artisanal teas with some success.


[image: Storefront of the historic Twinings tea shop in London.]



Twinings, founded by an independent family of tea merchants who ultimately helped end the monopoly on the tea trade, remains one of the most successful and iconic British tea brands today.






[image: Green terraced tea plantation hills under a sunset sky.]



The rolling, stepped hills of Chinese tea plantations are where the most tea is produced in the world.






[image: Supermarket shelves stocked with many boxes of tea.]



Teas and infusions are incredibly popular in the United States, with a large variety available on standard supermarket shelves.







TEA CEREMONIES


In Japan, ritual tea drinking dates to the Kamakura period (1192–1333) when Zen monks drank tea to keep them awake during long meditation sessions, but the practice expanded to bring together friends who wanted an intimate setting to drink tea and discuss paintings, calligraphy, and other fine arts. Eventually, tea ceremonies became a Japanese tradition.


Chanoyu, the Japanese word for tea ceremonies, translates to “water for tea,” and it refers to the act of preparing and sipping matcha, a green tea that’s been ground into fine powder. But tea ceremonies are about much more than sipping tea; they are a ritual. The earliest tea ceremonies were held in the sixteenth century as a way for nobles, rulers, and the upper class to establish new relationships and reinforce existing social ties.


Among warriors, tea ceremonies often included a competition to see who could guess the highest quality teas for prizes; tea wares were also awarded to warriors after successful battles. Trading merchants, diplomats, and visiting monks were often in attendance at tea ceremonies and took the ritual back to their home countries.


Tea ceremonies were hosted in buildings with simple architecture and made from basic material like thatch, bamboo, and wood. Hosting tea ceremonies in a dedicated building allowed tea drinkers to leave all their cares from the outside world outside the door and appreciate the ritual. Since matcha was often brewed to be strong and bitter, small sweets were served to balance the flavor.


It took years of intense study to host tea ceremonies. The host and guests were expected to wear an authentic kimono or other formal attire, share information about the ritual, and perform precise, graceful movements in silence. In the beginning, the vessels used in tea ceremonies were utilitarian but, over time, more emphasis was placed on using decorative objects. Many tea practitioners even made their own vessels to use in tea ceremonies, and the decorative objects became as much part of the ceremonies as the tea itself.


Raku, a form of lightweight, glazed earthenware, is coveted for tea ceremonies because it’s handmade, not thrown on a wheel, which requires exceptional skill. The style is linked to an early tea master, Sen no Rikyū, and the family still produces tea bowls. Guests were expected to practice tearoom etiquette, which included noticing and reflecting on the warmth of the bowl, the beauty of the vessels, and the bright-green color of the matcha, before taking a drink. Since each tea ceremony was designed to be a unique experience, the same guests and collection of objects were never repeated.


After the 1868 Meiji Restoration, women started hosting tea ceremonies to demonstrate their skills and elevate their social status. The ceremonies became part of popular culture and were no longer limited to the upper classes. Participation in tea ceremonies declined when women entered the workforce and put more emphasis on their careers. The BBC called it “a cultural tradition without a young generation to pass it onto is yet another troubling omen of the ageing demographic in Japan.”


Traditional tea ceremonies are still held in Japan, but most are hosted at hobbies or to entertain tourists. The younger generation has reinvented the tea ceremony with a modern twist. Kyūtō-Ryū is a reinvention of the ancient practice. The phrase means “the way of tea for the busy office worker” and was coined in 2010 to incorporate ancient traditions into modern life. Rather than beautiful vessels, Kyūtō-Ryū involves taking a break at the office to drink matcha to make it through the afternoon slump just as ancient monks used the steaming brew to stay awake for meditation.


[image: A bamboo whisk frothing green matcha tea in a dark bowl.]



Tea ceremonies are a ritual for preparing and sipping matcha, which is shown here being prepared in a raku bowl.







A LOCAL TEA MOVEMENT IS BREWING


Tea is growing—literally—in the United States. Minto Island Growers started growing Camellia sinensis on a half-acre plot in Salem, Oregon, hand-picking and processing the tender leaves to make small-batch tea. The interest in their domestic tea was so strong—the loose-leaf black, green, and oolong teas were selling out within weeks of their spring production—that husband-and-wife growers Elizabeth Miller and Chris Jenkins planted 20 additional acres of Camellia sinensis of organic teas under the Minto Island Tea Co. brand. Miller told NPR, “It’s the energy and enthusiasm from consumers that’s propelling us forward. People are really excited to have tea that is US-grown.”


The Charleston Tea Plantation in Charleston, South Carolina, has been growing tea since 1987 and was the sole commercial tea grower in the nation for a long time. Now, the US League of Tea Growers reports that there are 60 farms in 15 states growing Camellia sinensis. Most were started in 2000 or later, and several, including Table Rock Tea Company, The Great Mississippi Tea Co., and Virginia First Tea Farm, are less than five years old as of this writing. The US League of Tea Growers has referred to the growing interest in domestic tea production as “an exploration into a brand new terroir.”


[image: A large burlap sack overflowing with fresh green tea leaves.]



A massive quantity of leaves is required to produce tea.






The increase in US tea farms doesn’t mean there is an increase in domestic tea production—yet. It takes at least three years for Camellia sinensis to mature, which means farms that started growing the niche crop after 2015 are not harvesting enough leaves to meet the demand for local teas. It takes the leaves from almost 20,000 Camellia sinensis plants to produce 5,000 pounds of tea.




What Is Yaupon?


A debate rages about whether this native plant should be called tea. Yaupon (pronounced YO-pon) has a native range from North Carolina to Texas and the distinction of being the only native North American plant that contains caffeine.


Native Americans used yaupon holly (Ilex vomitoria) to brew tea, but the plant fell out of favor around the time of the Civil War. Yaupon, also called cassina, is similar in both flavor and caffeine content to black tea. Southern growers are working hard to bring back yaupon tea, but purists argue that because the brewed beverage isn’t made from Camellia sinensis leaves, it cannot be considered tea.
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