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    To all the librarians, archivists, scientists, researchers, teachers, 
and everyone else who puts in the effort to get the information right

      

    


  	
        
            
            "If a man has no tea in him, he is incapable of of understanding truth and beauty." 

 

—Variously attributed as a paraphrase, a quote, or a proverb...by anonymous, or Okakura Kakuzo, or Lu Tong...originally in Japanese, English, or Chinese.  So buckle up.  This is what tea information is like.

      

    


Introduction:  “A” Tea Geek, Not “THE” Tea Geek

Let me start this book the way I begin all my workshops and trainings about tea: yes, being named Coffey and drinking tea as my primary beverage is the deep irony of my life.  I inherited this irony from my father, also a tea drinker, whose first name is, also ironically, Joe.


I also usually start workshops with the statement that there are two answers that are always correct to any question about tea:  It depends, and It’s more complicated than that.


This is the story of my path through the world of tea.  It’s also more complicated than that.  It’s not only my professional biography, but also a story about the evolution of a mindset.  This book is certainly organized around a chronological and biographical narrative of my relationship with tea and the tea industry.  However, throughout I will also call attention to what is really going on—the evolution of how I think, and teach others to think, about tea information.  My experiences may hold some interest, but my motivation in writing this book was to share how those experiences influenced and shaped my not-so-common viewpoint on tea and the tea industry, to show how my approach to information and education brought me to a perspective that seems to be rare among tea people.


First, though, a note about the moniker, “Tea Geek.”  At a fairly early point along that educational journey, I started my business, Tea Geek.  Interest in tea was growing in the US, and people were already noticing that I got really excited about the minutiae of tea information.  What better name?  So I registered my business name, grabbed www.teageek.net (the .com version was already registered and has been ever since, though as of this writing it has never been used for anything).  I printed a bunch of “tea shirts” with geeky tea things printed on them.  This was to stake a claim on the term.


But there was some confusion about what I meant by “tea geek” as a title.  From the very beginning, I intended it to be a general description.  Tea Geek was meant to be an umbrella for anyone who “...seeks out new tea experiences, tea lore, and tea information” or who is “...known to strongly prefer the highest quality in teas and tea ware.”  Even though that text has been part of my definition of tea geek from the beginning, and even printed on the shirts, that’s not how most people came to understand it.


When I go to the World Tea Expo, or the Northwest Tea Festival, or some other tea event, someone invariably will point at me and say, “Hey, it’s the Tea Geek!”  I occasionally bring that on myself by putting on a bow tie and a lab coat, but even when I’m not in costume that’s how I’m often referred to.  But I’m only A tea geek, not THE Tea Geek.  “Tea Geek” is an approach, a mindset, or a method...not a person.


I should note that I didn’t start off particularly interested in tea.  Becoming something of an ‘expert’ in tea (a title I’m not comfortable with, but have been called on multiple occasions) was something that developed as a result of a series of chance events.  It was never a goal.  Or if it was a goal, it was only a practice goal to keep me busy until I achieved my real goals.  But more on that as this story unfolds.


So grab a cup of tea—yes, even if it’s a cheap grocery-store teabag or bland leaf doused in perfumes and mixed with flowers—and come along with me as I describe my path.  This path includes everything from teas so highly scented that you could see the oil slick of flavoring oils on the surface of the liquor, all the way on to tasting national-award-winning and cultural-treasure teas in Taiwan and China.  My hope is that you will recognize yourself in some elements of the story, and that some points of the story will inspire you to become even geekier with respect to your own cup of tea.


Life as a Geeky Anglophile Teen

I wasn’t always interested in tea.  But I’ve always been a geek.  By age 7, I could recite the entirety of my record, “The Story of Star Wars”—including sound effects!  I remember a phase of absolute fascination with science fiction special effects techniques.  I had a few comic books, though that wasn’t a path of geekdom I went down very far.  I mostly read Richy Rich comics so that I’d know how to behave when I grew up and became fabulously wealthy.  I read The Lord of the Rings trilogy in its entirety before I was 12 years old.  I still have a commemorative bookmark I made on which I wrote “I finished the ‘Lord of the Rings’ on July 6th, 1981 at 2:03 and 31 seconds...”  It sports a drawing of The One Ring—without the Elvish, though I did later work on learning to write the Tengwar characters when I was in high school.


Once I moved on past C-3PO (the best Star Wars character of them all, by the way), and Gandalf, I found the literary character who has remained my favorite ever since:  Sherlock Holmes.  Holmes was the first character that I really identified with—and in many ways, still do.  But that’s around the time that Anglophilia started to really take hold.  Being a boy of a certain age, and in a certain time, I read of the legends of King Arthur.  My grandmother bought me a book of Robin Hood stories.  And from these pseudo-historical touchstones, I developed an interest in both England and history.


Knights?  Kings? Abandoned castles, and mysterious women lying in ponds and distributing swords? Yes.  That world, in turn, was the gateway drug to Dungeons & Dragons.  (I completely wore out my copy of the 1977 Dungeons & Dragons Basic Set—the one with the blue box and the red dragon on the cover.)  Then it was on to the D&D knockoff game that had way more heart and humor: Tunnels & Trolls.  But my castles were always based on researching how castles were constructed and what techniques actual medieval attackers used to siege them.  Accuracy, even in my fantasy settings, was important to me.  And when a choice arose, the English style of things was always preferred.  Who needs French castles, anyway?


So of course, when I was old enough to start dabbling in caffeinated beverages, tea was the right choice—the only choice, really.  I’d heard that tea was an English thing to do, so I wanted to try it.  Mom thought maybe she had some Lipton tea bags in the cabinet behind the spices. (She was the coffee drinker of the family, and I hadn’t yet gotten my father to join me on the tea trolley.)  I microwaved some water, probably in a Styrofoam cup, dunked the bag in for a bit, and drank it.  I don’t remember what I thought about it at the time.  Although I think with horror now what it must have been like, it didn’t really matter what I thought of the flavor back then because I was doing something quintessentially English.  That meant that it was something that would simply be part of what I did.


And that’s how it stayed for a couple of years.  Oh, I pretty quickly switched to grocery store English Breakfast loose tea.  After all, what was more English than English Breakfast?  I mean, that’s authentic.  It basically claimed in its very name, that the English have it for Breakfast.  I still wasn’t sure what they had at 4pm for tea time—which I knew about from Richie Rich comics, where Cadbury the British butler would always arrive on the scene at 4:00pm to serve tea, no matter where they were, or how much peril Richie and his friends were in.  But surely breakfast time must be devoted to English Breakfast.  And the loose tea thing, well, everyone knows loose tea is better.  Maybe I read that in one of the Agatha Christie books my maternal grandmother loaned me while I was staying at their home some summer vacation.


Speaking of my mother’s parents, they were big believers in travel.  They encouraged me to take a gap year, or at least travel the summer after graduating high school.  They specifically encouraged me to visit England.  I think somewhere I still have their list of things I should see in London.  The only one I can remember now was a recommendation to see The Mousetrap, Agatha Christie’s murder mystery play that ran continuously since it opened in 1953 until 2020.  And so it was decided that following graduation, I’d hop a plane with my best friend Damon and two other classmates, and see it all with my own eyes.


I knew tea was going to be part of this trip.  I mean, didn’t the whole country basically shut down at 4:00 for tea time?  


Well, no.  And we didn’t end up seeing The Mousetrap, either. But that trip still ended up being the first real turning point in my tea journey.  We were there for about two weeks and I never once had afternoon tea.  Not only did I not have “afternoon tea” meaning the service of little cakes and other tasty victuals alongside tea in bone china cups, but not even just tea at some point in the day after Big Ben chimed noon.  The only tea I had the entire trip was at breakfast.  And it was Nothing. Like. English. Breakfast.


The tea I got with the complimentary Continental breakfast in our hotel on Leinster Square was...intense.  None of my life experience in tea up to that point had in any way prepared me for what I got in that hotel.  It begged for milk and sugar.  In fact, it nearly required both to make it palatable.  Once I started adjusting to it, it was pretty good, but put enough milk and sugar in just about anything and it starts tasting pretty good.  Clearly, though, my little tin of English Breakfast back home had lied to me.  Either that, I reasoned, or I’d just brewed it wrong.


When I got back to the States, the family kitchen became my laboratory and I began experimenting.  Was it that I hadn’t used enough tea?  Was it that I hadn’t brewed it for long enough?  I had to crack the code of how to make these leaves from a suburban grocery store shelf taste like what the English actually have for breakfast.  


I failed.  Utterly.  I could never coax the same intensity of flavor out of the leaves that I’d had in England.  That planted a seed, however, for a quest to find a tea that would knock my socks off like a real English tea should.  And that’s how my flavored tea phase began.


Earl Grey was the starting point, and it didn’t take long for me to find and develop a liking for it.  Back then I had no idea what “bergamot” was or how to pronounce it.  (For the record, it’s an Italian word, not French, so you always pronounce the “t” at the end.  Luckily, I guessed that one correctly.)  The World Wide Web didn’t yet exist at that point in history, and it never occurred to me to look it up when I was at the library, or I would have learned much sooner that it’s a citrus fruit.  But my liking of Earl Grey was nothing to my near addiction to the locally blended and locally flavored tea, Market Spice.


If you’ve never had Market Spice tea, named after Seattle’s famous Pike Place Market,[1] it’s all of the clove and orange and cinnamon that you might smell and consume over the course of a long winter, including a very Victorian-style Christmas season, all concentrated in a single teacup.  The flavoring is so intense that it has been known to burn through plastic bags and permanently scent glass containers.  And yet the ingredients are all so deeply rooted in aromas and flavors considered to be comforting and homey in Western culture, this flavoring makes it seem like a nuclear-powered hug from the inside.  If that description sounds both wonderful and a little bit not, well, that’s what Market Spice is like.  Or, at least that’s how I experienced it.


At first, I couldn’t get enough of the stuff, despite the slick of clove oil that would gather on the surface of the tea after brewing.  While it didn’t taste like the tea from my London hotel, it had a similar intensity.  That was something I’d not been able to find in American teas at that point.  After a while of sucking the stuff down like it was going out of style, however, I started to realize it kind of made my stomach feel uncomfortable. 


I can remember very clearly a particular moment, looking into a mug of oily tea at my desk at a temp job, feeling familiar crampy stomach feelings, and realizing that I didn’t want any more.  I weaned myself of that hyper-flavored tea and haven’t had any ever since.  I went back to the somewhat bland and boring English Breakfast style teas, resigned to not have “real” tea until the next time I went to England.


And then I received a gift that changed everything.


Endnotes

[1]  If you want to look like a tourist or a newbie transplant who hasn’t gotten the lay of the land yet in Seattle, refer to it as Pike’s Place Market.  The locals will know right away that you “ain’t from around these parts.”  The market is on a curved extension of Pike Street, thus Pike Place.


The Tea Set

In college, I had become friends with the Taiwanese exchange student in my dorm.  Hsiao Ping taught me my first Mandarin Chinese:  “cute guy.”  Actually, the first thing I said was “threw brother out the window” because I mispronounced “cute guy” quite a number of times before eventually getting there, leading her to howl with laughter on the floor.  But success with that first phrase led to the obvious “Where?” and “Over there!” which I was dismayed to learn were pronounced exactly the same (zai na li) except for the intonation of one syllable.  “Where” sounded a little more tentative, while “over there” sounded more definitive.  She taught me “please” and “thank you.”  And “do you want to do tai chi?” which got all tangled up in the fact that the verb in that sentence is the same one that’s used for calling someone on a telephone and literally means “to strike” or “to punch”—which kind of makes sense in the context of taiji practice, but not so much in calling somebody.  But that was about the extent of my Chinese.


However, after I graduated, I decided to take a class to learn Mandarin. I didn’t let Hsiao Ping know I was taking the class.  After about 6 months, I went back to visit her at the university.  I just started the conversation in Mandarin.  We had a very brief and simple conversation where everything I said was in Mandarin, and everything she said was in English.  Finally, she asked,  again in English and in stride with the flow of the conversation, “How did you learn all this Chinese?”  Since I had at that point exhausted everything I knew, I switched to English and told her the rest of the story.  “You’re going to be more Chinese than me, soon!” she said.


A couple of years later, when she graduated, it was time for her to go back to Taiwan. It was 1994.  We met up again, talking about the process of packing and so forth.  She was pointing out a number of things she still had to pack that were lying around her host family’s home, including a little tea set that looked like what you might expect a child to use to have tea with the teddy bear and Mrs. Nesbitt or whomever.  “Cute toy tea set,” I said.  


If there were ever four words that changed my relationship with tea, and my life direction, those were the four.


“That’s not a toy,” she told me.  


“You mean it’s real?” I asked.  “People really use a tiny teapot like that and tiny tea cups?  To make real tea?”  It seemed preposterous.  The smallest teacup I owned at the time held more tea than the whole teapot from this set—maybe even twice as much.  It was lovely, but clearly nobody in their right mind would drink tea half an ounce at a time.   Plus, there were all of these other implements—a shallow bowl that could hold the pot and all the cups, for example, or a stick that was sharp on one end and kind of scoop-shaped on the other end.  


She explained that it was for a traditional way of making tea that helped focus on the aroma and taste of the tea, rather than drinking large quantities.  She likened it to the philosophy of doing taiji—pay close attention to the small, subtle things to refine understanding of the whole.  It kind of made sense to me, but I still wasn’t convinced.  “Well, I’m not sure I’d find that very satisfying, but it’s certainly a beautiful set.”  


Then she gave it to me.  If it was mine, she wouldn’t have to pack it.  “But how do you use it?  What’s the stick for?”  She fixed me with one of the mischievous looks that she often gave me.  “You’ll have to learn that on your own,” she said.


Over the next several months, I tried to gather as much information as I could about the “Chinese tea ceremony.”  There wasn’t much available in the library.  At the time, the Internet wasn’t very well developed, and I didn’t know any websites that talked about tea.  There probably weren’t any, and search engines weren’t really good enough at that point to be particularly useful.  Google wouldn’t be founded for another half a decade.


However, not long after that, I found a tea class that was being offered by the Taoist Studies Institute, only a short walk from where I was living.  I registered for the class, and it turned out to be a revelation.  I learned there wasn’t just black tea and herbal tea.  In fact, herbal tea wasn’t even tea, strictly speaking.  Processing of the leaves made a huge difference in what you tasted in the cup.  There was a kind that was aged in caves and kind of tasted like dirt, but in a good way.  And I finally saw someone using a gongfu tea set.  (I don’t recall if I learned the term ‘gongfu’ at this class, or from Hsiao Ping herself.)


The class was a standard “Tea 101” style class.  All tea comes from the same plant, Camellia sinensis, and if the plant parts don’t come from that plant, it’s not really tea.  Processing makes the difference between the types.  China makes all the different types, but most other producing countries just focus on one type, like green tea in Japan or black tea in India.  That said, there were a few things covered that were misconceptions about tea.  Puer is not typically buried in the dirt to age.  It might taste like it sometimes, but burial is not a typical part of processing.  Since it was my first class, though, I took it all in and assumed it was all true.  It wouldn’t be until later that I started to realize there were lots of people who presented things authoritatively, but with different levels of accuracy.


After the class I began exploring tea more broadly than I had before.  I ventured into Chinatown markets, having taught myself to recognize the Chinese character for tea (茶), and bought unknown things to try.  I looked up tea shops in the phone book and visited them.  I should point out that this exploration was very casual and unfocused.  I identified as a tea drinker, so I would take opportunities to engage in tea-related things when they happened to come to my attention or occurred to me when I was bored.  I’d sample this and that and found I liked some things more than other things.  But there was nothing particularly directed about how I extended my tea experience.


I was still working as a temporary data entry operator at the time, which meant the big questions of my life were whether I was going to have work tomorrow, and where it might be located.  Then some friends and I started a publishing company on the side, and that became an even bigger pull for my attention.  And then I got a (still temporary) day job at Microsoft, as a proofreader and occasional fact-checker for their digital atlas software, Encarta Virtual Globe.  It was there that things shifted for me again.

 


Tea at Microsoft

My job at Microsoft was an eye-opener in and of itself.  Prior to working there, my longest-term temp job——the same one where I’d hit the wall on Market Spice tea drinking—wasn’t pleasant.  I’d been sternly lectured because one day I didn’t wear a tie.  I was told it was unprofessional and that if a customer had seen me, they would have gotten a very bad impression of the entire company.  It didn’t matter that I worked at the corporate offices where no customers ever came.  It didn’t matter that I worked, quite literally, as far from the lobby as it was physically possible to be.  Another time I got a stern lecture because I wasn’t at my computer enough—regardless of the fact that they’d set up my computer to print to a printer on the other side of the building rather than the printer just outside the tiny, dark, crowded sweatshop of a conference room I was told to work in.  Someone had seen me “wandering around” (that is, picking something up from my far-flung printer), and therefore I was a wasteful slacker that needed to be reigned in and disciplined.


In contrast, at Microsoft, I saw people in the office who were barefoot.  My supervisor provided the resources I needed to do my job, and was always suggesting ways she could support me in creating a good work environment.  There was free soda in a bank of refrigerators on every floor.  A library one floor down.  Internet access on every computer.  I even had an office with a door that closed, which I shared with only one other person instead of five or six.  I actually called it “job heaven” to people because the contrast was so stark with my previous work environments.


One of the ways I thought I could be even more comfortable was to have tea.  But unlike anywhere else, it wasn’t the company-issued teabag and microwaved water in an old mug.  I had my own desk.  I “decorated” it with Hsiao Ping’s gongfu tea set.  I’d learned at the Taoist Studies Institute tea class that this type of clay was unglazed and therefore should only be used for unflavored teas—and preferably only one type.  I’d chosen to focus on wulong[2] for this set.  


What was great about this setup was that there was one of those instant-hot water taps along with all the free soda, so no more microwave.  And it was just around the corner from my office and right next to the printer.  Not only did I have more freedom to explore workplace tea, but it was actually more convenient to do in the normal course of getting my work done.  Freedom AND efficiency.  


But the problem remained of finding good wulong teas.  


Some of the proofreading work I was doing involved tasks that didn’t really require paying close attention, like checking that all 173 articles that mention an Italian cathedral used a lowercase “d” in the phrase “il duomo” when describing the customary way the local cathedral is referred to.  This kind of task was one where I could listen to National Public Radio without impacting my work output.  That’s when I heard that the Perennial Tea Room in Seattle’s famous Pike Place Market was a frequent sponsor.  Maybe they had some wulongs I could try.


I quickly became a regular there, in part because they had inexpensive samples at the time.  You could pick up pre-packaged loose teas at half an ounce for $2 or something like that.  I was able to pick two or three to take home and see if I liked them.  Over the course of about a year, a pattern began to emerge for me.  Most of the teas I tried were okay—neither good nor bad.  Some, however, would surprise me with how amazingly aromatic they were.  I started noticing that some seemed to consistently astonish me beyond what could be attributed to having brewed the tea correctly by chance.  When I was surprised by how good a tea was, I’d look back at the bag so that the best ones would seem most familiar to me.


The three that stood out were Tie Guanyin, Bai Hao (also known as Oriental Beauty), and Baozhong.


The prologue of James Norwood Pratt’s book, New Tea Lover’s Treasury, includes an idea that characterizes this period of my tea journey:  “...but I gradually realized there are at least as many teas as wines in this world and learned to think of it in the plural.”  Teas.  The three teas that stood out for me are in and of themselves delicious.  They are not flavored.  The leaf itself produces these flavors.  Tea is plural.


I found that very interesting, but I was not yet obsessed.  It wasn’t even really the beginning of being a tea snob.  It was just that I’d found some teas that I consistently enjoyed and could let go of needing to recreate the “authentic” English tea experience.  My interest in Chinese things was growing into a balance with my interest in English things.  And my learning about tea was still fairly rudimentary, haphazard, and included no systemic understanding.  


Endnotes

[2]  At the time, I would have spelled “wulong” as “oolong,” having not yet made the jump to consistently using the nearly globally standard Pinyin Romanization system for Mandarin.  The tea industry as a whole still hasn’t made that jump, causing confusion and allowing unscrupulous marketers to convince some unsuspecting consumers that “wulong” is a special kind of tea for weight loss, completely different from regular “oolong” tea.  But the two spellings are just different ways of rendering 烏龍 into something pronounceable to those who use Latin letters.  I say “nearly globally standard” because although Taiwan’s government has officially adopted Pinyin, many of the people haven’t.  For example, Hsiao Ping’s name would be rendered Xiao Ping in Pinyin, but she (like many people) Romanized her name before the switch, and I still use the spelling she chose.

 


Teaching Tea: True Geekdom Begins

In 2003 I was hired as part of the teaching staff at the Puget Sound Community School.  Founded in 1994 as a homeschool co-op based on the theories of humanistic psychology, it had become a private state-certified middle- and high-school the year before.  The educational philosophy was simple, but not typical of most high schools: human beings, when in a safe and nurturing environment, are naturally curious.  In that environment, given lots of opportunities to explore, they will naturally learn.  Of course, it’s more complex than that, but part of my role as a teacher was to create that safe environment, and to provide experiences for students to try out and see if they wanted to learn more.


One of the experiences I created was a brief tea-tasting course.


My goal was to give students a crash course in tea so that they would understand that tea was not just Lipton tea bags, but that there was a wide variety of flavors and aromas.  My plan was a total of five one-hour sessions.   Each session, offered once per week, would include tasting three examples from the same type of tea: black, green, wulong, white, and puer.  I tried to pick samples that were different in some important way so that we could not only taste and smell the tea, but work in other educational material like geography or cultural traditions.


The students loved it.  At the end of each session, they wanted to know what they’d be tasting next week.  Some students went out and bought some of the teas they’d sampled in the classroom.  They started trying to put words to their experiences in creative and unusual ways.  One student, Rose, described sencha as making her think of “silks that had been to sea.”  Another student, Kienan, was a bit less poetic.  His verdict on shou puer: “This tastes like goats.”  That comment led into a lively discussion refining the description.  “How many goats have you tasted?”  “Do you mean it tastes like goat meat?”  “I can see it being kind of like the smell of a goat farm.”  By all accounts, things were going according to my plan.  They were really taking the time to pay attention to the tea.


But then we got to the end of the fifth and final class.  “What are we tasting next week?” someone asked.  I pointed out that we’d covered all the major categories of tea, so there were not going to be any more sessions.  “But there are teas we haven’t tasted yet, right?” asked Kienan.  I admitted that there were.  “So bring in three of them next week,” he said.  I agreed.


And so my career as a tea educator began.


There was a little snag, though.  To keep teenagers engaged, week after week, particularly on a subject in which your own knowledge isn’t particularly deep, you need to do a lot of learning yourself.  You don’t need to be too far ahead of the students, but they’re learning while you are, so it’s a constant process of pushing knowledge into new areas. 


I devoured James Norwood Pratt’s New Tea Lover’s Treasury. I read every page of pu-erh.net. I read esoteric books about Chinese medicine or culture—or at least looked up the pages in the index to see where tea was mentioned. There just weren’t many books about tea, at least not in English.  I even tried to find things about tea in books about herbalism, but it was a nightmare trying to figure out whether they meant Camellia sinensis, the tea plant, or any random herb put in hot water. Everything I learned, I turned into next week’s tea class.  And even though I’m no longer on the staff at PSCS, I taught the tea class almost every year  for almost two decades.  It kind of became a PSCS tradition.  In the 2013-2014 school year, half of the students enrolled.  We had to offer the class in the cafeteria so that there was enough room for everyone.  In 2015, there were students in my  tea class who were not yet born when I offered those first five sessions.


Over the years, some of my tea students have taken what I’ve taught and run with it.  One became, at least as far as I’m aware, the youngest ever Cordon Bleu trained chef in the world. Kent was so fascinated by the combination of flavors and aromas that he applied and was admitted to a culinary school while in his second year of high school, leaving PSCS two years earlier than usual.  Kienan went on to manage the original Starbucks coffee store in the Pike Place Market.  Rose’s brother, who was also a student of mine, wrote an original song about the virtues of tea, and produced a music video about it as well.  I always get a kick when someone discovers the video and sends me a link to ask if I’ve seen it before.
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